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ABSTRACT

REDUCING STUDENT ATTRITION: INQUIRY INTO WHY STUDENTS
LEAVE COLLEGE BEFORE COMPLETING THEIR DEGREES
MAY 2003
DAWN MARIE ELLINWOOD, B.S., NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
M.P.A., NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Robert L. Sinclair
This study aimed to determine the reasons why undergraduate students
left a selected small, four-year, liberal arts college before finishing their degrees.
This study compared the reasons for leaving college given by the withdrawing
students to those perceptions of the students' academic advisors and six
selected administrators. The issue in question is were these student
withdrawals actually necessary or due to inadequacies in the systems on
campus servicing the student.
The research data, comprised of the responses of 143 withdrawing
students, their academic advisors and selected administrators to specific
questionnaires, formed the data for analysis to answer three interrelated
research questions:
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What are the timing patterns of when students tend to leave college
before completing their degrees?
What are the major reasons why students leave college before
completing their degrees?
What are some recommendations that may aid institutions of higher
education in their efforts to improve student retention?
The major findings based on the collected data were summarized and
presented according to the three research questions that guided this study. The
major findings related to the lack of connection, both academic and social,
between some withdrawing students and their academic advisors and the six
selected administrators. Theoretical recommendations were formulated from
the collected data that will aid in the retention efforts on campuses across the
country. The recommendations are as follows:
Foster an environment that aids in the development of the student7 s
connection with the college;
Monitor the progress of each matriculating student on campus;
Develop a college specific plan for determining why students are leaving
before completing their degrees.
Practically speaking, these recommendations will look differently for
each college campus. For example, how an institution fosters an environment
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that aids in the development of a connection between student and college
depends upon the nature of the campus. Decision-makers need to evaluate
what type of environment currently exists on campus and how this
environment affects overall student retention. Once this is realized, then the
process of developing a strategic plan for increasing student retention can
commence.
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CHAPTER 1

NATURE OF THE STUDY

Statement of the Problem
Just as we search culturally to maintain the necessary
balance between private and public obligations, in education we
seek the same end. The college, at its best, recognizes that,
although we live alone, we also are deeply dependent on each
other. Through an effective college education, students should
become personally empowered and also committed to the
common good. (Boyer, 1987)
College campuses across the nation are becoming increasingly diverse as
the 21st century unfolds, according to a new study by the Educational Testing
Service. (Lords, 2000, p. A51) Diversity, defined in its broadest sense is any
difference amongst people. The differences include such characteristics as one's
physical or intellectual ability, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual
orientation, learning style, or socioeconomic class. Many factors contribute to
this increasing diversity. The civil rights movement and the resulting
legislation of the 1960s and 1970s, the growth of Native American and Mexican
American populations and their demand for full participation in American life,
waves of immigration, especially from Southeast Asia after the Vietnam War
are all examples of early contributions to the increased diversity on college
campuses. (Stage, 1992, p. 14)
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Over the next 15 years, enrollment at American colleges
will increase by 19 percent, to 16 million, and minority students
will account for 80 percent of that growth. The report projects
that the proportion of students who are black will rise from 12.8
percent to 13.2 percent by 2015, and that the proportion who are
Hispanic will increase from 10 percent to about 15 percent. The
proportion that is Asian is expected to rise from 5.4 percent to 8.4
percent. The percentage of student who is white will decline to
about 62 percent, even though the total number of white students
will rise modestly. (Lords, 2000)
Additionally, society's increased sensitivity has led to more students in
need of special physical and educational access on college campuses. And,
older students constitute an ever-growing percentage of higher education
enrollments, reflecting the overall aging population and also the tendency to
change professions during adulthood. Finally, increased financial aid packages
have given students from less economically privileged backgrounds an avenue
into higher learning (Stage, 1992, p. 14).
We are encouraged by the ways colleges have begun to
embrace nontraditional students, those who are older and attend
part-time. These students have, in a very short time, woven
themselves deeply into the fabric of higher education. We do not
claim that the diverse patterns we observed for meeting the needs
of nontraditional students will become the predominant patterns
for collegiate education, nor do we argue that they should become
the norm. Still, with additional older people in the nation and
more who need further education, colleges, to be of service,
increasingly should push out the boundaries of learning. All
colleges, we believe, should offer flexible study arrangements to
those students whose life circumstances call for nontraditional
«

procedures. Today's undergraduates, and generations of students
to come, deserve no less. (Boyer, 1987)
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When a student becomes a member of a college community, s/he will
find many systems in place that will aid in her/his success on campus. These
systems, whether inside or outside of the classroom, are in need of consistent
evaluation in order to guarantee that the academic and sometimes personal
needs of the changing populations found on college campuses are met.
This diversity on campus presents a variety of needs to be addressed by
university personnel, both academic and student affairs. The mission of the
student affairs educator, in particular, is to guide students through the
educational process outside of the classroom whereas the mission of the
academic affairs professional is to guide students through the educational
process within the classroom. In an environment where culture, technology
and knowledge change on a daily basis it is critical that both of these groups,
student affairs and academic professionals, assist students in their growth in
understanding themselves and achieving a sense of balance. This balance takes
place as the students are experiencing dynamic and substantial change and
stress.
The stress that results for many students when becoming members of an
academic community may arise from a myriad of places. Individual traits such
as race, age, sexual orientation and ability married with the new environment
of a college campus, often presents the student with new circumstances to
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maneuver, thus at times resulting in increased stress for the student. The need
to "fit in", earn enough money or get good grades are examples of additional
stress inducing circumstances.
In order to aid in the process of retaining these students on campus,
college personnel must have a sense of who has chosen to attend their college
and also gain a sense of the prior experiences of these students.
A growing number of college freshman report feeling
stressed, according to the 34th annual survey of entering college
students by UCLA's Higher Education Research Institute. A
record 30.2 percent of all respondents said they feel overwhelmed
by their responsibilities. A much higher proportion of women
(38.8 percent) reported being stressed than men (20 percent). The
reports shows that more women than men worry about paying for
college, need a job during school, and participate in activities,
such as student clubs and volunteer work, that can result in stress.
(Marklein, 2000)
Retaining students on campus is a nationwide concern. According to a
survey done by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the
University of California at Los Angeles, "the proportion of college students
who earn their degrees within four years continues to decline." (Rooney, 2003)
The HERI survey collected data from 262 four-year colleges and
universities in the fall of 1996. According to the survey, out of the sample of
56,818 students, "only 36.4 percent were able to complete a bachelors degree
after four years. By the end of six years, 57.6 percent had completed their
degrees." (Rooney, 2003)
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The UCLA study revealed that the degree-completion rate differs
dramatically for students at private and public institutions of higher education.
At private universities, 67.1 percent of students completed
their studies within four years, compared with 28.1 percent of
students at public universities. And nearly, 80 percent of private
university students earned a degree in six years, while at public
universities, 57.7 percent of students finished at that time. The
overall graduation rate after six years was brought down by lower
rates among students at public colleges. (Rooney, 2003)
This study also revealed that the degree-completion rate varied
substantially according to race and gender of the student.
Among Asian-American students, 38.8 percent finished a
degree in four years, while 37.6 percent of white students did so.
Among Mexican-American students, however, only 21.3 percent
completed a degree in four years, as did 28.9 percent of AfricanAmerican students. The four-year completion rate is also higher
for women (39.7 percent) than men (32.6 percent). The same was
true for the six-year completion rate in all racial groups, except
among American Indian students, where the rate for men is
slightly higher than the rate for women. (Rooney, 2003)

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to determine the major reasons why
students leave college before they have completed their degrees. This study
examines reasons given by exiting students for their departure to be compared
to the perceptions of the departing student's academic advisor and six selected
administrators about a student's departure. The perceptions of the
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aforementioned persons are sought due to the nature of their positions on
campus. Each of the selected administrators are in positions that tend to have
high student contact and are seen as key components in the overall support of
the student population on campus.
Because faculty, administrators, and staff are important in the student
experience on campus, the study is limited to the perceptions of these
professionals. Additional perceptions from classmates, student leaders, team
captains, etc. with whom the withdrawn students may have developed
relationships may also prove informational, however these perceptions will not
be considered at this time but can be areas of focus for future research. The
researcher recognizes that data in the study reflect the perceptions of the
academic advisors, administrators, and/or staff members and not necessarily
reality itself. It is the goal of this researcher to generalize this compiled data in
order to initiate and provide a foundation for future research in this area.
Increased sensitivity to the diverse student needs on campuses should
result in consistent evaluation of support systems on campus that may aid in a
student's overall success. Although support systems may be continuously
evaluated in order to meet student needs, there still may be a percentage of
students that will leave college before completing their degrees for issues that
may be addressed through improved support systems on campus. The purpose
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of this study is to forward recommendations that will suggest methods for the
improvement of support systems on campuses that directly effect student
retention.
Given the increasingly complex technological nature of life
and work, modem societies have a major stake in helping youth
manage well these lengthening schooling experiences of later
adolescence. Nevertheless, as many as 30% to 40% of those who
enter post secondary education may drop out, interrupt, or fail to
complete their programs of study. Statistics such as these provide
a major impetus for research on the topic of the transition to
university, and more particularly, on efforts to make this
transition less difficult and more effective. (Pratt, et al. 2000)
The three major interrelated parts of this study are the determination of
when students tend to leave college; the major reasons students state for
leaving college before finishing their degrees and how campuses of higher
education can improve their retention efforts.

Specifically, the research

questions guiding this study are:
1. What are the timing patterns of when students tend to leave college before
completing their degrees?
2. What are the major reasons why students leave college before completing
their degrees?
3. What are some recommendations that may aid institutions of higher
education in their efforts to improve student retention?
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Meaning of Terms
Sometimes terminology has multiple meanings, depending on the
experience of the reader. In this study the following terms are central to the
study and may warrant clarification.
•

Improve Student Retention. Student attrition is the instance when a
student leaves school before finishing her/his degree. The reduction of
student attrition will be beneficial for both the institution and the student
body. The institution will benefit from the success of graduating
another student whereas the student will benefit by successfully
completing her/his degree. The process of successfully graduating a
student is an interwoven system of academic services as well as cocurricular services. The better the system, the better experience a student
has while completing her/his degree. Students' remaining in college to
complete their degrees is the retention of students.

•

To Leave College Before Completion of Degree. For the purposes of this
study, when a student leaves college it is meant that the student
withdrew from the institution and did not complete her/his degree
within the four to six year expected time due to a withdrawal or leave of
absence from campus. The federal government allows a student who
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receives any type of federal financial aid six years to complete her/his
degree.

Significance of the Study
They talk about suicide, or domestic abuse. They work
two, sometimes three jobs. Some drink too much. Some are
withdrawn. Some suffer from anxieties they cannot define. Some
take pills to overcome depression. They worry about AIDS.
(Cohen, 1995)
This study is significant because it has both theoretical and practical
implications. Theoretically, this study will be significant because the findings
will add to the immense body of knowledge that already looks at retaining
students on campuses. This study provides additional approaches for other
researchers, who are inquiring into the improvement of retention efforts on
college campuses. The resulting recommendations from this study will bring
insight into what support systems on campuses may be in need of development
in order to improve meeting the needs of students across the nation.
Practically speaking, this study will be significant because it will aid
professionals of higher education to gain another perspective as to why
students are leaving college before completing their degrees. Perhaps the
comparison of academic advisor and administrator perceptions of why a
particular student leaves college to the actual reasons given by these students
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will illustrate new areas of focus for these professionals. This researcher will
use a four-step process to collect this data. Because of its intentionality, this
process will aid professionals in identifying issues with particular systems on
campus that aim to meet student needs. Potentially the data collected through
this process could aid decision-making and impact retention on campuses
throughout the country.
In addition to the racial, cultural, age, ability, etc. diversity found on
today's college campuses, more and more students are coming to college with
pain and problems that are alien to their professors and administrators. Faculty
members and administrators find themselves faced with an unprecedented
degree of disruptive behavior in the classroom and within the residence hall.
When these problems arise, the connection that a student has with her/his
academic advisor, for instance, can sometimes make the difference in that
student's college experiences. Whether it is channeling the student to
appropriate resources, teaching in a more relevant manner, or just listening to
the student, these efforts may aid in the student's ability to remain in school.

Approach to Study
This exploratory study aims to identify key issues as to why students
leave college before finishing their degrees. The presented research data
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consists of student responses collected during an exit interview, the responses
of the departing student's academic advisor and six selected college
administrators to a questionnaire that asks for their perceptions as to why the
particular student departed college before completing her/his degree. The
collected data captures themes as to why students may have left college thus
illuminating those support systems on a campus that may be in need of
development in the effort to improve college retention rates. The study
includes responses from 34 departing students who agreed to participate in the
study. Each departing student is asked by the college to complete a
withdrawal/leave of absence form (Appendix A). The form requires the student
to gain signatures from four college administrators. One of the signatures
required on the withdrawal/leave of absence form is from the dean of students.
During the data collection time, a student who came to the dean of students'
office to gain the required signature, was asked if s/he was willing to participate
in a brief exit interview with the dean of students. The purpose of the data
collection was explained to each participating student who then was given the
option of participating in the study or not.
Once a student agreed to participate in the study, her/his academic
advisor was contacted via email and six questionnaires were mailed via campus
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mail to the six selected college administrators. See Appendices B and C for
samples of the academic advisor and administrator questionnaires.

Delimitations of Study
This study is based on some assumptions about the college student
experience. On the onset, this initial study does not determine whether or not
the withdrawn students have actually returned to this particular campus to
complete her/his degree. Additionally this study does not determine if the
withdrawn student has gone to another college to complete her/his degree or if
in fact the withdrawn student has ever completed her/his degree. It is assumed
in this study that all students leaving college during the research period did so
according to the prescribed withdrawal processes currently in place on campus.
It is also assumed that a relationship developed or a connection was made
between the withdrawn student and a member of the college community.
These assumptions may not be the case.
Additionally, this exploratory study is based on data compiled from one
college located in Massachusetts. For the purposes of this study, the college
will be referred to by the fictitious name of Hillcrest College. Why was
Hillcrest College chosen for this study? This institution is currently
experiencing numerous transitions that can potentially have an effect on the
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total student experience. This college environment experienced a transition
from a single-sex institution to a coeducational institution in 1997. Hillcrest
College is a tuition driven entity that, in concert with most small to midsize
colleges, has experienced some financial instability within the past five years.
Lastly, in July of 2001, the College inducted a new president.
This study emerges from the need to understand why students are
leaving a college that is, in fact, tuition dependent. The college environment
and its transitions indeed influence student learning whether the arena is social,
intellectual or physical. Change in any aspect of the college community may
have an impact on the total student experience. There is no intent to generalize
conclusions beyond Hillcrest College, although individual readers may
consider findings useful in light of other college settings.

Dissertation Chapter Summary
This dissertation consists of five chapters. The following descriptive
paragraphs summarize the contents of each of these five chapters.
Chapter 1 describes the research problem, the purpose of the study, its
significance and delimitations. Research questions are presented, as are
important definitions.
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Chapter 2 presents the literature review related to the retention of
students on college campuses in order to provide a conceptual base for the
study. The literature review centers on three interrelated themes:
1. Selected retention studies;
2. Student adjustment on campus;
3. National campus efforts aimed at retaining students.
Chapter 3 details the design of the study, the procedures used for sample
selection, and the methods used for the collection of data for addressing each of
the three research questions.
Chapter 4 presents and discusses the results of the study. It is organized
into sections according to the research questions. Chapter 5 summarizes the
major research findings, makes recommendations for the improvement of
retention efforts on college campuses across the nation, and makes suggestions
for further research.

Chapter Summary
In summary, this study aims to determine why students leave college
before completing their degrees. As our nation's colleges become increasingly
diverse, the manner in which a campus interacts with a student becomes
increasingly complex. The importance of this interaction, between the college
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and the student, seems to be underestimated on most campuses and
consequently the cause of the premature departure of some students from
college before degree completion. The findings of this study present evidence
to decision-makers of Hillcrest College and perhaps beyond Hillcrest College,
of why particular students left college in one specific academic year. These
findings will hopefully aid college officials in the improvement of service
systems that seek to meet the needs of students on campus and additionally, to
foster an environment where a relationship between the student and the college
can develop. The next chapter. Chapter 2, places the problem and purpose of
this present study in relevant context.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
The purpose of this review of literature is to provide a conceptual base to
understanding why students leave college before completing their degrees. To
gain insight into how to retain students on campus, one must first understand
the complex relationship between the student experience on campus and the
retention of the student. Specifically, factors that affect the retention of students
will be reviewed in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of how
significant the issue of student retention is and what are mitigating
circumstances surrounding certain college withdrawals.
This review of literature, focusing on the broad topic of student
retention, consists of three major sections. The three major sections include
first, a presentation of relevant retention studies in order to provide a context
for understanding this current study. Second, selected literature related to
student adjustment on campus, including both academic and social adjustment
will be reviewed with the hope of illustrating some factors that may effect a
student's successful adjustment to college life. Third, a few examples of
national campus efforts aimed at retaining students will be presented with the
effort of forwarding some retention programs that have had success in retaining
students at a variety of colleges.
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The rate of college student departure from colleges and
universities constitutes a puzzle to scholars, and is an issue of dire
importance to practitioners. How big is the problem? Tinto
(1993) stated that almost half of student entering two-year colleges
and more than one-fourth of students entering four-year
institutions leave at the end of their first-year. Meanwhile, the
departure rate for first-year students in highly selective colleges
and universities was eight percent. This leads to the question of
why these rates are so high. This issue is perplexing, especially
given the self-selection process that occurs as students decide
whether or not to pursue college as an option. (Bray, Braxton, &
Sullivan, 1999)

Selected Retention Studies
In this section of this review of literature, selected retention studies will
be presented with the intention of providing a conceptual base for issues
around retaining students on campus. The section is separated into two distinct
parts. Part one looks at three that center on the experiences of students who
leave college before completing their degrees.
Part two of this section of the review of literature presents studies that
center on the importance of the connection between a student and the college
and how this connection may or may not contribute to student success.

Student Experience and Retention
In 1950, the Office of Education (now Department of Education)
conducted a study that was designed to determine the characteristics of those
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students who left college before finishing their degrees and also what were the
reasons for these departures. The study was designed to specifically answer at
what rate do student dropout in relation to type of institution, economic status
of the family, motivation of the student, academic performance, amount of selfhelp, participation in extracurricular activities, and residence of the student?
The second question brought forth by this study was what reasons do students
give for transferring to other institutions and for discontinuing college
attendance? The third question looked at by this study was what implications
do the characteristics of students and their mobility have for higher educational
institutions with reference to recruitment, selection, admission, counseling,
instruction, scholarship aid, and other functions? (Iffert, 1957, p. 101)
Even after approximately 53 years, student attrition is still a major
concern for institutions of higher learning and also similar factors surrounding
student departures are being analyzed. Results from the 1950 survey found
that
slightly fewer than 40 percent of students entering the higher
educational institutions in the study graduated from the
institution of original registration in normal progression-this is, in
a 4-year period and perhaps 51 percent graduated from some
institution in this period. The conclusion that nearly 60 percent of
the students in the study eventually graduated from some
institution of higher education seems to be justified by the data.
(Iffert, 1957)
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Another conclusion from the 1950 study was that the most critical time of
student dropouts occurred during the first-year of college.
This study found that 273 per 1000 left school within the
first-year in comparison with 283 per 1000 during the next 3 years.
After a student has passed the first-year hurdle, his (her) chances
of attaining a degree brighten considerably. Since 150 per 1000
drop out during the second year, we might say that when a
student has reached the rank of junior, he (she) is a good
graduation risk about 685 per 1000. (Iffert, 1957)
In terms of how students felt about services provided by the institution
in which s/he was attending, the results proved favorable for those services and
facilities that were performed or provided by administrative officials. The
services and facilities performed or provided by nonacademic deans ranked
second and those by the faculty ranked third in student ratings (Iffert, 1957, p.

102).
Students of 1950 rated specific reasons as having the lowest degree or
level of satisfaction with regard to their overall experience on campus. First,
the assistance obtained from counselors on "how to study7 techniques, followed
by the assistance received from instructors on 7how to study7 techniques; and
lastly, the services obtained from faculty advisors in helping to select my first
term courses were the major reasons cited by student as giving them the lowest
level of satisfaction. (Iffert, 1957, p. 102)
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The Office of Education found that the students who transferred did so
because they were generally dissatisfied. The second most popular reason for
transfer was due to curricular interest.
Dissatisfaction was highest among students who transferred from
technological institutions and second highest among transfers from
teachers colleges, closely followed by transfers from universities.
(Iffert, 1957, p. 105)
All in all, the Office of Education's 1950 survey found that
no single reason for discontinuance could be identified as most
important although the inference that the financial factor
predominated is supported by its high rating of importance in
combination with other high ranking factors having financial
implications such as enlisting for military service by men and
taking a full-time job by women. Significantly greater importance
was assigned to the financial factor by students who transferred to
less expensive institutions or dropped out after the first-year than
by dropouts from the institution of first registration during the
first-year. (Iffert, 1957)
Interestingly enough, the findings of the current study are somewhat
similar to those found in 1950. Finances continue to be an issue that is
commonly given for exiting college before completing a degree. The following
study looks at retention of college students from a different perspective, that of
the effects of curricular and co curricular experiences on student learning and
student persistence on campus.
The National Study of Student Learning (NSSL), a 3-year longitudinal
research project which began in 1992 under the auspices of the National Center

20

on Post Secondary Teaching and Learning, and Assessment (NCTLA), intended
to expand knowledge about the impact of college on matriculating students by
examining the influence of academic and nonacademic experiences on (a)
student learning, (b) student attitudes about learning, (c) student cognitive
development, and (d) student persistence. (Pascarella, Whitt, Nora, Edison,
Hagedom, & Terenzini, 1996. p. 182) For the purposes of this study, the results
of the NSSL study pertaining to student persistence will be reviewed.
Selected results from the first-year of the NSSL study may prove to aid in
the efforts to improve retention on campuses include evidence indicating that
the level of the instructors' organization and preparation for classes may be
linked to a student's general academic achievement and to the development of
increased academic and cognitive skills as well. These organizational and
instructional skills can be learned by faculty members in the efforts to improve
classroom activities. (Pascarella, et al., 1996, p. 190)
Additional findings suggest that the on campus experiences students
have, both within and outside of the classroom, may effect student learning and
development, both positively and negatively. Having the opportunity to
participate in a variety of activities that include, but are not limited to,
educational activities around racial, ethnic, cultural diversity and the
opportunity for increased involvement with diverse peers were significantly.
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positively, and uniquely related to gains in openness to cultural/racial diversity.
"These findings underscore the important role students' peers play in an
institution's overall educational impact. Ways must be found to incorporate
this source of influence systematically in educational programs a policies."
(Pascarella, et al. 1996)
Having significant negative influences on students' development of
higher order academic and cognitive skills was participation in sororities and
fraternities (especially fraternities) and participation in men's football and
men's and women's basketball in the first-year of college. Additionally,
participation in Greek life for White students had a statistically significant
negative influence on changes in openness to racial/cultural diversity.
(Pascarella, et al. 1996, p. 190)
Lastly, the NSSL study reports that the
interconnected, even overlapping, influence of students' college
experiences as they shape student learning point to a wide variety
of curricular, instructional, out-of-class, and organizational climate
variables that effect how students learn and grow. This finding
indicates a need to blur the boundaries between 'academic7 and
'student' affairs. (Pascarella, et al. 1996)

In summarizing the NSSL study findings, this researcher feels that if an
%
*

institution of higher education were intentional about improving the rates of
retaining students on campus then the institution would begin to evaluate the
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manner in which the student interacts with the college in general. What
systems are in place on campus to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse
student body? Administrators should develop programs that educate a
community of students around the differences and similarities in the
community on campus and also to determine the systems that will aid in
improving individual student learning. Education will occur on two levels,
individually and to the community.
The next study to be presented focuses on the efforts made by the
institution in retaining students. Instead of focusing on student attributes, the
following study dives into the examination of the academic community as a
vehicle for retaining students on campus.
Another national retention project that was also launched in 1992 is the
National Retention Project (NRP). This project, "focuses on academic
institutions as the object of inquiry rather than on student behavior." (Redd &
Scott, 1997) Funded through a grant from Sallie Mae, the American Association
of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) has used the National Retention
Project to engage the presidents of college and university in their efforts of
leading their colleges to improve student retention and graduation rates,
%
%

especially for racial/ethnic minority students. AASCU member colleges are
surveyed each year through the NRP and are asked to report their six-year
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graduation rates for full-time, full-year, degree-seeking students who entered as
freshman. This survey additionally inquires into the colleges' views on the
administrative, academic, and assessment conditions on their specific campuses
that may affect their graduation rates. (Redd & Scott, 1997, p. 7)
Highlights of this study include that admission selectivity appears to
have some influence on college graduation rates, i.e., institutions with relatively
high graduation rates also had more stringent admissions criteria. An
additional highlight would include that institutions with higher than average
overall graduation rates often show higher than average rates for racial/ethnic
minority students as well. Additionally, this study found that there seems to be
a relationship between college graduation rates, size and location, with
campuses located in rural areas and small to medium in size showing higher
outcomes. And lastly, that some conditions seem more prevalent at institutions
with 'high' graduation rates: orientation programs addressing issues of cultural
sensitivity, early warning systems identifying students in academic difficulty,
administrative monitoring of campus effectiveness in retaining and graduating
students, and student outcomes assessment. (Redd & Scott, 1997, p. 7)
The annual retention survey became central to the project following its
%

initial administration in 1992. At that time, AASCU found that methods of
tracking retention varied greatly among campuses. Only 41 percent of

respondents could provide the comprehensive cohort data required. Lacking
sufficient management of information, how well could institutions actually
track students? How could they get an accurate picture of retention problems?
How well could they meet emerging accountability standards? As a result of
this first survey experience, AASCU formed an additional project with the
purpose of assisting colleges in improving student tracking and reporting
capabilities.
In light of the fact that the first survey solicited retention data only to
find so much variance between campuses' methods of tracking this information
that comparisons were not possible. "For this reason, AASCU researchers
opted to use the six-year graduation rate as a proxy for retention in subsequent
survey years and to report anaylses based on these responses." (Redd & Scott,
1997) For example, the number of first-time, full-time, full-year, degree-seeking
freshman who graduate within six years of entering college would be
calculated in order to determine retention rates for a particular campus. (Redd
& Scott, 1997, p. 9)

Closing
In summary, the three aforementioned studies have forwarded very
relevant information about retention of college students. Back in 1950, the main
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reasons for student dissatisfaction stemmed from ill-prepared instructors and
academic advisors. The 1992 NSSL study summarized that institutions of
higher education need to focus on student interactions with the overall campus,
for example, with faculty, peers and staff, in order to increase retention rates.
Lastly, the National Retention Project looks at the overall college community
and how the college interacts with the student, not the student with the college.
The NPR urges early warning systems for at-risk incoming students. A
connection needs to be made with the incoming student in order to determine
what services need to be part of her/his academic experience so as to aid in the
student's success.
The following section takes a look at the connection that has been named
as a major factor in the retention of college students. This connection will be
looked at through three very different studies. The first study suggests a
campus model that will aid in evaluating the institutional efforts made towards
retention. The second study introduces an alternate method for determining
student attrition and in the third study we hear from the students as to what
helps them to be successful on campus.
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Student Connection with College
Woodard, Mallory and DeLuca's article entitled, "Retention and
Institutional Effort: A Self-Study Framework", "describes a retention
assessment framework as a way of helping practitioners use existing literature
and research to assess how good their institutional retention effort is."
(Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001) This research team focused their research
exclusively on Land Grant, Research I, and AAU universities since it is these
institutions that have been targeted for not serving the undergraduate student
effectively.
Based on the research of Vincent Tinto (1975,1987), John Bean (1980,
1983), and Ernest Pascarella (1980), this research team developed a framework
that would not only present their own research as well as the existing body of
research that has looked at retention on college campuses. In this framework,
four "spheres of influence" that effect an institution's ability to retain and
graduate its students were identified: "the characteristics of students enrolled
in the institution, the characteristics of the institution itself, academic good
practices used by the institution, and student services good practices used by
the institution." (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001)
%
%

This research commenced in 1994 with a few important themes resulting.
The first resulting theme is that "retention gains it7 s meaning from the mission.
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policies and practices, characteristics, values, and core assumptions of our
institutions." (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001)
"Student persistence is a campus responsibility; as such, each player
needs to figure our role and collaborate on meeting the responsibilities inherent
in these various roles" (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001) is the second theme
that resulted from this study.
A third theme that is relevant to this study is that
... as practitioners, we need to understand that students will
leave our institutions. We need to make certain they leave for the
right reasons and not for the wrong reasons. This requires better
data collection on students who leave, including tracking of these
students in terms of graduation from other institutions or success
in the workforce. (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001)
Another very relevant theme resulting from Woodard, Mallory and
DeLuca's study is that "we need to reframe our thinking to understand how we
can meet student needs in multiple settings, and to learn what conditions seem
to promote desired outcomes" (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001)
The last two themes this researcher will present include, understanding
the manner in which market forces have changed the landscape of higher
education. Practitioners need to understand the market and "decide how to
utilize it in keeping the best of what we do and shedding out-dated practices
and assumptions about our work." (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001) And
lastly, student persistence on campus is "the result of a complex set of
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interactions that occur over time.

If we want to meaningfully impact our

retention and graduation rates, we must focus on developing institution-wide
strategies." (Woodard, Mallory, & DeLuca, 2001)
Of all of the studies cited in this section of this dissertation, the
aforementioned study done by Woodard, Mallory and DeLuca best responds to
the initial problem stated by this researcher. Retention is a college-wide
responsibility. The manner in which this responsibility is conveyed to the
college community and how the community carries out this responsibility is
worth investigation on each and every college campus. Specifically, there
needs to be an understanding by college administrators that some of our
students will in fact leave our colleges before completing their degrees.
Determining why these students leave prematurely is essential. If students are
leaving for the wrong reasons, campuses will need to take action to improve the
educational experiences of the student, both individually and collectively.
As we have seen through the aforementioned studies, a student7 s
interaction with the college is one of the key elements in effectively retaining
that student on campus. Witherspoon, Long, and Chubick conducted a study
that predicted college student dropout rates using Environmental Deprivation
%
%

Scale (EDS) scores.
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The Environmental Deprivation Scale (EDS) (Jenkins, 1973) includes an
assessment of these areas of social interaction and therefore, may provide a
more thorough evaluation of the total life functioning of the individual. The
original conceptualization for the scale was that deprivation in life reflected a
low level of functioning that was antecedent to maladaptive behavior (Pascal &
Jenkins, 1961). High scores have been related to addiction (Jenkins et al., 1977),
unemployability (Jenkins, deValera, Veres, Long & Smyth, 1980), and criminal
activity (Jenkins, 1973). Jenkins (1973) found that high scores also indicated
weakened ability to cope effectively with life events and basic functions,
including social interactions. This type of evaluation might provide an early
warning for students at risk and provide the necessary details for constructive
interventions. (Witherspoon, Long, Chubick, 1999)
These researchers believed that effective assessment must include
looking at the whole person and therefore, consideration of a student7 s life off
campus as well as on campus is important. The EDS would aid such a total
student assessment. (Witherspoon, Long, Chubick, 1999, p. 82) Witherspoon,
Long and Chubick found that /765% of the dropouts never completed the firstyear of college.77 (Witherspoon, Long, Chubick, 1999)
Other differences showed that dropouts received very little
status for attending school, were less involved in the learning
process, were experiencing more difficulties with debt, and were
less involved in hobbies and organizations. Also, dropouts
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received less support in social areas indicating few interactions
with parents and children (or they had no children).
(Witherspoon, Long, Chubick, 1999)
The lack of social support often correlates to a deficiency in social skills.
Non-persistent students are often found to be socially inadequate. Astin (1984)
has reported that the aforementioned students are one of the fastest growing
subgroups in higher education. These students are often lonely and possess
ineffective skills for solving personal problems (Booth, 1983). The advisorstudent relationship could be used to encourage maintaining previous
relationships and support systems until new ones are established. Strong
support systems are not easily established through orientation meetings or
membership in campus organizations. However, these activities do offer an
opportunity to interact with peers and eventually develop closer attachments
and should be encouraged. (Witherspoon, Long, Chubick, 1999)
Once again we see evidence that supports the importance of relationship
between student and the college. As previously mentioned, there is an
acknowledgement of the importance of the academic advisor and student
relationship as an initial connection to campus for a student. The making of
such a connection early on in the college career of a student, as in a group
%
%

activity such as a new student orientation, is very difficult. The process an

31

advisor uses to make this connection with a student must be intentionally
planned.
The academic advisor's role fosters an intimate connection with a
student. Choosing major, satisfying core requirements, overall attendance in
classes, satisfying graduation requirements are examples of decisions a student
may make with her/his academic advisor. These decisions are key to a
student7 s success. The next presented study illustrates some additional
connections that students have named as aiding in their successes on campus.
In Making the Most of College...Students Speak Their Minds. Richard Light
(2001) compiles ten years of interviews he and some colleagues completed with
Harvard University seniors. The interviews probed for answers to common
questions and concerns experienced by today's undergraduate student
population. Light's table of contents lists very interesting topics that include,
"Powerful Connections; Good Mentoring and Advising, Faculty who make a
Difference and Diversity on Campus." (Light, 2001)
This researcher chose to include this study in this section of my work
due to the nature of the information that resulted from Light7 s study. All
information contained in this publication comes directly from the students'
experience. The author writes this book to inform faculty and administrators of
methods he considers to aid in student success.
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Light states that
Students who are able to integrate the in-class and outsideof-class parts of their lives can reap great benefits. Those of us
who run or teach at a college or university routinely talk about
financial aid packages for students. It should be possible to help
every student to build and 'educational package/ Rather than
saying, 'we should admit good students and not get in their way,
in the most constructive sense, to help then make those powerful
connections. (Light, 2001)
Results from Light's study illustrate that "students are enthusiastic when
classes are structured to maximize personal engagement and collegial
interaction." (Light, 2001) The more connection a student has on campus, the
more likely it is that the student will interact with the college community in a
manner in which will aid in the student's overall success.
In our interviews, student after student has shared stories
that cumulatively illustrate an overarching theme, and I want to
stress it. That theme is the interplay, the complex interaction,
among different parts of campus life. Learning in classes can be
enhanced, sometimes dramatically, by activities outside of classes.
Good advice on course selection can make the difference between
a happy young scholar and a frustrated one. Students report that
their most powerful memories come from incidents and
experiences outside of classes, usually interactions with fellow
students. These experiences are heavily influenced by residential
living choices, which in turn are influenced by campus policies
concerning who gets to live where. (Light, 2001)

Closing

>

A positive connection with the college positively effects a studenf s
experience on campus and thus her/his completing requirements to graduate.
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This student connection with the college is a common theme throughout the
aforementioned literature and this current study. The more intentional a
connection between student and college, the chances of degree completion are
greatly improved. The academic advisor's role on campus is one that is
essential to a student in a variety of ways. For instance, the selection of classes
each semester is critical if the student is to fulfill requirements for graduation in
a four year period. The offering of classes is not necessarily a consistent
schedule and without the guidance of an academic advisor, a student may not
realize when a particular class should be taken. Using the academic advisor as
the initial connection with a student on campus sets the stage for the increased
development of the relationship between the college and the student. The
connections that follow for the student will build on the initial relationship with
her/his advisor.

Student Adjustment on Campus
Section two of this chapter looks at student adjustment on campus. In
this section, selected studies and articles will be presented with the intention of
providing colleges with a conceptual base for issues around retaining students
on campus. The section is comprised of three major parts. Part one presents
issues around overall student adjustment on campus with special consideration
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for major theories of student adjustment, and first-year student and firstgenerational student adjustment on campuses.
Part two begins the discussion of academic adjustment on campus with
special consideration to literature on student stress, student/faculty interactions
and student employment. Part three is concerned with a student's social
adjustment on campus. Specifically, this looks at social adjustment with regard
to adult students, residential students, diversity on campus, parenting styles
and family environment and lastly, extracurricular activities.

Overall Student Adjustment on Campus
Involuntary departures comprise approximately 15 percent of the
dropouts (Noel, 1986). This is mostly academic in nature but can occasionally
be due to 'social dismissal' violation of institutional rules and regulations.
Voluntary departures make up the remaining 85 percent of the student dropout
rate. This phenomenon occurs for a multitude of reasons. For example, some
students may enter college with no intention of completing the established
curriculum (Cope, 1978). Other reasons include financial hardships, lack of
maturity, work demand, family obligations and pressures, career indecision,
%

poor commitment, and poor school support services. (Drew, 1990)
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If the facts in the aforementioned quote are correct, 85% of students
voluntarily withdraw from college for a multitude of reasons. College
personnel are at times unable to aid a student on campus who has issues that
are outside of the academic realm of the institution. For instance, the institution
could not mandate a student to take her/his prescribed medication that may aid
in her/his success on campus. However, this researcher forwards the thought
that the stronger the connection the student has with the college upon her/his
withdrawal, the easier the transition back to college will be for the student in
the event s/he decides to return.
We begin with a conceptual understanding of the leading theories
around this issue of student adjustment.
In his Theory of Involvement, Astin (1984) suggested these basic
postulates:
Involvement means the investment of physical and
psychological energy in different 'objects' that range in the degree
of their specificity. Involvement occurs along a continuum, with
different students investing different amounts of energy in
various objects at various times. Involvement includes
quantitative and qualitative components; the amount of student
learning and personal development is directly proportional to the
quality and quantity of involvement, and the effectiveness of any
educational practice is directly related to the capacity of that
policy or practice to increase involvement. (Milem & Berger,
1997)
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Astin was clearly describing involvement as behavioral in meaning. "It
is not so much what the individual thinks or feels, but what the individual
does, how he or she behaves, that defines and identifies involvement." (Milem
& Berger, 1997)
Vincent Tinto's 1975 theory of student departure (interactionalist theory)
is foundational in explaining student departure from college. His theory reads
as follows:
Students enter college with various individual
characteristics that play a role in the college student departure
process. Student entry characteristics include family background
(e.g. parental educational level), individual attributes (e.g. ability,
race, gender) and pre college schooling experiences (e.g. student's
high school record of academic achievement). (Bray, Braxton &
Sullivan, 1999)
The student entry characteristics, as listed in the aforementioned quote, have a
direct influence on a student7 s initial commitment and connection to the
institution and to the eventual goal of college graduation. Decisions to depart
college before finishing a degree are also influenced by these student entry
characteristics. Commitment upon entry to the institution and commitment to
the goal of graduation, in turn, affect the student7 s degree of integration into the
academic and social systems of the college or university. (Bray, Braxton &
%
%

Sullivan, 1999, p. 645)
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Overall achievement of the goal of graduation depends on the level of a
student's academic and social integration on campus. The more intense the
integration in the academic and social arenas on campus, the more positive the
impact on the student's experience thus making it easier to obtain the goal of
graduation.
Both Tinto and Astin's theories address the issue of persistence of college
students and are among the most widely cited approaches in higher education
literature. Milem and Berger conducted a study that provides additional
insight into first-year student persistence by using behavioral measures, based
on Astin's theory of involvement, to further our understanding of Tinto's
theory of student departure. These researchers found that the "interaction
between involvement or lack of involvement and student perceptions of
support may be a process through which we will come to better understand the
ways in which students successfully navigate passage through the stage of
transition and enter the stage of incorporation." (Milem & Berger, 1997)
Tinto and Astin suggest, "the extent to which students become involved during
their initial 6 to 7 weeks of a semester are significantly related to whether they
are likely to persist at the institution." (Milem & Berger, 1997) Of the students
%

who drop out during the first year, approximately 50% drop out during the first
six weeks on campus. (Harmon & Rhatigan, 1990, p. 85) "If students make it
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through this high-risk period, experience indicates that attrition rate begins to
drop off by almost fifty percent. (Harmon & Rhatigan, 1990)
Alexander Astin and Vincent Tinto agree that the interaction of the
student, especially the first-year student, and the college is a key factor in the
college experience of a student. In order for this connection to occur, college
administrators must be aware of what a student brings to campus, in other
words, how the student7 s pre college experiences affect the manner in which
the student interacts with the community on campus. This determination may
begin through the initial connections made through an academic advisor and a
student.
As stated by both Astin and Tinto, the first six to seven weeks of a
semester are key in making a connection with a student, especially one new to
campus. In addition to the initial connections made through the student's
academic advisor, secondary connections can and usually do occur through
residential life personnel and classroom faculty. These secondary connections
are usually made in larger groups, such as new residents to a residence hall or
students in a classroom, and are not as effective as an individual connection as
one between student and academic advisor.
First-year and first-generational students are popular in literature
concerning retention of college students. Understandably, since with the first-
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year, first-time student a college has the best chance to develop a positive
relationship during the first few weeks of the new student's initial semester.
Additionally, the first-generational student is forging new territory that her/his
family is most likely unable to assist with the transition and the understanding
of a new academic environment. This section is full of a variety of studies that
aim to determine how to best retain these students. This section begins with a
study by Braunstein and McGrath that looks at perceptions of administrators
and faculty towards new students. This study is included since it is closely
linked to this current study.
Braunstein and McGrath's study entitled, "The Retention of Freshman
Students: An Examination of the Assumptions, Beliefs, and Perceptions Held by
College Administrators and Faculty," illustrates the perceptions of
administrators and faculty of why first-year students leave college. These
perceptions were found to be somewhat consistent with one another. However,
the data also indicates that these two groups of people do have different
perceptions of the manner in which each of them work with first-year students
and the possible ways that retention issues should be addressed by the college.
(Braunstein & McGrath, 1997, p. 188)
%
%

Braunstein and McGrath's study results show that
... both groups (faculty and administrators) enjoyed working
with freshman and believe that their efforts are positively related
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to retention. They report that when students have good
relationships with them, it facilitates academic and social
integration, enhancing students' commitment to their studies and
the college. It is evident that both groups care about new
students. (Braunstein & McGrath, 1997)
As for reasons why first-year students leave college, these researchers
report that administrator and faculty perceptions are fairly consistent with the
findings of other studies done in this area. Both groups focused on the
importance of a new student's first semester as well as opportunities for social
integration, development of coping skills, and emotional maturity. Another
area that the administrators and faculty consistently stated was that of financial
resources for the students. Increasing financial need and decreasing aid have a
negative impact on retention, and they expressed concerns about full-time
students who work too many hours per week and their ability to focus on
academic pursuits. (Braunstein & McGrath, 1997, p. 194-195)
The researchers were very surprised that most of the participants in their
study did not discuss any academic factors that influence retention. "Only one
administrator and one professor noted that the freshman were not as
academically prepared as students who enrolled in the past." (Braunstein &
McGrath, 1997) Most of the participants did not mention certain social factors
*

such as homesickness and loneliness as effecting retention of first-year students.
The participants did not believe that certain demographic factors such as age
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and race had any influence on retention. Lastly, the administrators did not pay
a great deal of attention to the importance of socioeconomic background while
the faculty focused more attention on students' financial difficulties.
(Braunstein & McGrath, 1997, p. 195)
In relation to how administrators and faculty viewed the college's
attention to issues of retention, agreement could not be reached. Discussion
will need to occur because the differing views of these two groups of people
will have an effect on the development of any enrollment management plan.
The next study forwards relevant information about first-generational students.
The National Study of Student Learning (NSSL) was conducted as a three-year
longitudinal study that began in 1992. This study is also outlined in the first
section of this chapter however the findings from this study related to firstgenerational students proved to be relevant to this current study.
Some very important facts that the NSSL study discovered about this
classification of students are that
... first-generation students were more likely to come from low
income families, to be Hispanic, to have weaker reading, math,
and critical thinking skills, to have lower degree aspirations, and
to have been less involved with peers and teachers in high school.
First-generation students also had more dependent children,
expected to take longer to complete their degree programs, and
reported less encouragement from their parents to attend college.
' (Pascarella, et al., 1996)
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First-generation students (compared to their traditional
peers) studied less, took fewer courses in the humanities and fine
arts, and completed fewer hours during their first-year. They
worked more hours off campus and were less likely to attend a
racial/cultural awareness workshop, perceived family members as
concerned about students, and received encouragement form
friends to continue their enrollment. They were also more likely
than traditional students to report experiencing racial/ethnic or
gender discrimination were. The evidence suggests that these
first-generation students come to college less well-prepared and
with more non-academic demands on them, and they enter a
world they are less likely to experience many of the conditions
that other research indicates are positively related to persistence,
performance, and learning. The combined portrait of firstgeneration students is one of a group of academic risk, and their
number is expected to grow over the next decade. (Pascarella, et
al. 1996)
This study suggests the need to ease first-generation students' transitions
from work or high school to college. Bridge programs involving collaboration
between high school, community college, and 4-year institutions have proven
to be successful. Successful programs provide systematic and comprehensive
academic support services (such as assessment and remediation, learning
laboratories, tutorial services, intrusive advising, and monitoring of student
progress) until the student was firmly established in a major. (Pascarella, et al.
1996)
To conclude this part on first-year and first generational student
adjustment, the researcher presents and article by Betsy O. Barefoot, the co¬
director for research and publications at the University of South Carolina's
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National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience. Barefoot writes in her
article entitled, "The First-Year Experience... Are We Making It Any Better?"
that there are new research-based objectives that are what now constitutes the
first-year experience in U.S. higher education.
These objectives include,
... increasing student-to-student interaction; increasing facultyto-student interaction, especially out of class; increasing student
involvement and time on campus; linking the curriculum and the
co curriculum; and increasing academic expectations and levels of
academic engagement and assisting student that have insufficient
academic preparation for college. (Barefoot, 2000)
Barefoot contends that although these type of first-year programs have been
successful as measured by up-ticks in campus-specific or group-specific
retention figures, the overall national dropout rate of approximately 33 percent
(as reported annually by the American College Testing Program) has been
disturbingly consistent for the past several years. (Barefoot, 2000, p. 14)
The following part of this chapter begins to break down student
adjustment into two categories, academic and social adjustment. Literature that
examines the academic adjustment of college students will be presented first.

Academic Adjustment on Campus
Academic integration is a combination of one's structural integration and
normative integration into the college community. Tinto states that structural
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integration involves the successful satisfaction of published standards of the
college or university, whereas normative integration pertains to an individual's
identification with the normative structure of the academic community.
Academic performance indexes a student's degree of structural integration into
the academic system of a college or university, given that grades offer
assessments of a student's ability to meet an institution's standards for student
academic achievement. According to Tinto, normative integration comes to be
through a student's intellectual development because it reflects the student's
appraisal of the institution's academic community. Tinto also adds that
normative integration results from the relationship between the individual's
intellectual development and the intellectual environment of the college or
university. (Bray, Braxton & Sullivan, 1999, p.645)
In looking at the academic adjustment of a college student, one must take
into account the effects transitioning to college may have on a student. In the
following study, researchers look at college student stress and the effects it may
have on her/his success on campus.
The transition to college entails social, emotional, and
academic adjustments. Stress results from the needed adjustments
to the college experience. The stress students experience is
therefore inherent in the college process (Bray, Braxton & Sullivan,
1999)

45

Bray, Braxton and Sullivan's study, which looks at how students deal
with stress which in turn impacts "their level of social integration, institutional
commitment, and the intent to reenroll," (Bray, Braxton & Sullivan, 1999)
elaborates on Tinto's aforementioned theory. They found that the way in which
students deal with stress has a
... large impact mitigating their social integration as well as their
subsequent decisions to reenroll. In considering if students are
likely to depart from an institution, stress appears to be an
important element to consider. If stress coping strategies
influence student issues such as retention, they must figure
strongly into classroom learning and other parts of student
performance as well. The coping strategies students use may also
effect their affective growth and development. (Bray, Braxton &
Sullivan, 1999)
It has been found that the manner in which a student deals with the
stress of college may also have an effect on their adjustment to the college
environment. A number of studies have looked at the connection between
individual coping and adaptation to college, most reporting that active coping
styles were related to more positive adaptation to college.
DeGrauw and Norcross (1989) found that, controlling for
distress severity; more active coping strategies were positively
correlated with self-reported success. Positive academic
adjustment were predicted by active coping in a study by Leong,
Bonz, and Zachar (1997). (Feenstra, Banyard, Rines & Hopkins,

2001)
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Positive student-faculty interaction enhances a student's experience on
campus. "The nature and quality of faculty interactions have a positive
association with academic outcomes." (Astin, 1993; Terenzini, Springer,
Pascarella & Nora, 1995)
Anaya and Cole write in their study entitled, "Latino/a student
achievement: exploring the influences of student interactions on college
grades," that student-faculty interactions have been looked at in a variety of
ways. Some examples of how these interactions have been studied are in the
frequency of interactions and in other cases the influence of different types of
interactions have on students.
In 1977, Astin observed that interacting with faculty frequently had a
positive impact on a variety of developmental outcomes. Subsequent research
yielded mixed results. Pascarella, Terenzini and Hibel (1978) reported that
academic performances were facilitated by a variety of student-faculty
interactions (discussions over intellectual matters or course-related issues and
discussions about career goals). Similar results were reported by researchers
using a variety of academic measures: self-reported intellectual development,
general knowledge, math skills, development of problem-solving skills, public
%

speaking skills, and academic performance as measured by the college GPA
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(Endo & Hapel, 1982; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1978,1980). (Anaya & Cole, 2001,
p. 4)
Terenzini and Wright (1987) found that student-faculty interactions
seemed to have a greater impact on overall senior student academic
development than the greater student population. In contrast, Endo and
Harpel found that neither formal nor informal student-faculty contact had a
significant impact on academic achievement as measured by college grades.
They did report, however, that student progress toward intellectual goals was
positively associated with student-perceived helpfulness of the faculty (Endo &
Harpel). (Anaya & Cole, 2001, p. 4) "Very few studies have been conducted on
the student-faculty interactions of African American students and even fewer
on Latina/o students' experiences." (Anaya & Cole, 2001)
In their article, "So Close, Yet So Far: Predictors of Attrition in College
Seniors," Mohr, Eiche, and Sedlacek reveal the results of their study which
looked to identify issues relevant to nontransfer college seniors who disenroll
from their academic programs prior to graduating. Top six reasons given for
disenrollment of college students were economic factors, enrollment in another
school, academic difficulties, family responsibilities, personal problems, and
%

poor advising or teaching. (Mohr, Eiche & Sedlacek, 1998, p. 347)
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These researchers found that
... a majority of the withdrawing seniors were already working at
full-time jobs (66%), and some were working at part-time jobs
(7%). Slightly over one quarter of these participants was enrolled
in other schools; approximately two thirds were enrolled in parttime programs. Finally, analysis revealed that nearly one half of
the nonretuming seniors were planning to return to complete
their degree programs at the university, while one quarter were
not planning to return and one quarter were uncertain. (Mohr,
Eiche & Sedlacek, 1998)
The authors identified four areas of school dissatisfaction that resulted
from their study. The four areas include institutional alienation, dissatisfaction
with guidance from faculty advisors and access to information, dissatisfaction
with quality of education, and dissatisfaction with school policies and facilities.
(Mohr, Eiche & Sedlacek, 1998, p. 347)
John Gardner, executive director of the Policy Center on the First-Year
of College at Brevard College in North Carolina, has long argued that colleges
need to improve the quality of their students' first-year. (National On-Campus
Report, 2002, p. 5). Gardner maintains that this responsibility does not rest
with student affairs personnel alone.
In an April 2002 interview with the National On-Campus Report,
Gardner, was asked. How do you get department chairs and senior faculty to
support improving the first-year? He replied in part in the following manner:
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Department chairs need to think about the extent to which
the initial experience that students have in their department is a
foundation for the rest of the experience in the major and in that
department. Is it the kind of foundation that they want the
students to have? If the student's first experience in a department
is with a really low-status, pretty marginal teacher, is that really
the kind of introduction you want to give them to your discipline?
Is that something that's going to bring more students back for
more? (National On-Campus Report, 2002)
Faculty and student interaction, as realized through the few pieces of
literature presented in the previous section, are a very powerful force in terms
of student experience on campus. Interaction between a faculty person and
student, in any setting, strengthens the bond between student and faculty. This
researcher recommends that all faculty members evaluate their interactions
with students. Are these interactions positive or negative? Are these
interactions holding students' to the standards of the institution in a positive
educational manner? Faculty need to recognize the impact each interaction
with a student may have on the student and their success on campus.
The area of student employment has been included in the academic
adjustment part of this dissertation due to the nature of the relationship
between hours spent at school versus at work. As one will notice, the
increasing time students spend working, especially off campus, is a concern of
faculty in that it is seen as possibly impeding student success in the classroom.
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Most of the existing research done in the area of students working to pay for
college focuses on student persistence rather than on the overall college
experience, including added stress. The research evidence is reasonably
consistent in saying that a student working off campus (typically measured in
number of hours employed each week) has a negative influence on year-to-year
student persistence in college and also the completion of a four-year degree.
"Gleason (1993) reported that the dropout rate is higher among working
students than among non-working students in eight of the first ten semesters in
school." (Calderon, Hey & Seabert, 2001, p.2) Calderon, Hey, and Seabert's
study examined the differences between "perceived stress and locus of control
among employed and non-employed college students and to pre-pilot a
developing college job stress measure to assess employed student
characteristics." (Calderon, Hey & Seabert, 2001)
These researchers found that employed students tended to be older, took
fewer semester hours and had similar grade point averages as their non¬
working peers. Older students may in fact have more financial responsibilities,
i.e. no longer dependent on parents, have more expenses, have their own
families to support, etc. so they are required to work while in school. (Calderon,
Hey & Seabert, 2001, p. 5)
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Additionally, these researchers found that perceived stress level
differences between employed and non-employed students indicated a slightly
(but statistically significant) higher average level of perceived stress among
employed students than non-employed students. This higher level of perceived
stress for employed students can be an indication that having a job while in
college can mean increased stress levels to a varying extent. (Calderon, Hey &
Seabert, 2001, p. 6)
Evidence concerning the effects of employment on student
development in inconclusive. Based on current literature, however,
on campus employment appears to provide an opportunity for
students to make additional connections with campus staff, faculty,
and administrators. (Hernandez, Hogan, Hathaway & Lovell, 1999)
Currently, eight out of ten students work while pursuing an
undergraduate degree in college (King, 1998). Also, not only are
more students working, students are working more. Henke, Lyons,
and Krachenberg (1993) and Stem and Nakata (1991), recognized
that in the United States there is a national trend of greatly
increasing proportions of students working more hours. On
average, when financing their college education, students are more
likely to use earnings from jobs held during the academic year than
they are any other type of funds, including financial aid or parental
support, although dollar amounts from these other categories may
be larger (King, 1998). (Calderon, Hey & Seabert, 2001)
The following part of this section finishes the discussion of student
adjustment. How students adjust on campus socially has a major impact on the
%
%

manner in which s/he connects with the college. As seen through the following
examples of issues around social adjustment of college students, there are a
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myriad of ways that a student may socially connect with the college however,
there are also just as many circumstances that may effect how this connection
and/or adjustment precedes.

Social Adjustment on Campus
The significant change in living conditions, the novel
demands of the college academic environment, and the large
change in social surroundings is just a few of the potential sources
of stress for first-year students entering a college environment.
Although stresses are unavoidable for the beginning students,
their ability to adjust to demands and cope with these stresses will
play an important role in determining success in the college
academic and social environments (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992).
(Toray & Cooley, 1998)
Social integration into college life has been named as a major aspect in
college adjustment. Social support from peers and parents has been
acknowledged to be of considerable importance in successful transition to
college. A number of studies have shown that social support can serve as a
buffer for the stresses that such transitions often bring. The transition to
university is likely to be difficult for students due to the fact that their
established support networks will most likely be disrupted by this move. Thus,
attempts to help individuals preserve and reconstruct their social networks
should prove useful during the university transition. (Pratt, Bowers, Terzian,
Hunsberger, Mackey, Thomas, Pancer, Ostaniewicz, Alisat & Rog, 2000, p. 427)
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This part of this section presents social adjustment of college students with
relation to adult students, residential hall living, diversity on campus, parenting
style and family environment and extracurricular activities.
Adjusting to college is a multidimensional process
that requires students to develop effective strategies for
adapting to a variety of demands inherent in a dynamic
environment (Baker & Siryk, 1989). Although research has
shown that college generally has a positive impact on
learning and development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991),
student demographic characteristics such as gender, race,
and ethnicity have been shown to moderate the direct and
indirect effects of college (Astin, 1977; Fleming, 1984;
Pascarella & Chapman, 1983). Students' individual and
cultural patterns, as well as interests, skills, and aspirations
may influence coping abilities and the adjustment process.
In addition to the influences of student demographics and
background characteristics, perceptions of the campus
environment have been associated with integration (Tinto
1975; 1987) and socialization (Weidman, 1989). (TomlinsonClarke, 1998)
When considering adjustment to college of adult students, the primary
impact on adult students often stems from involvement in relationships with
faculty and in class-related learning. On the other hand, the primary impact on
the adjustment to college for younger students often comes from their
involvement with peers and in peer-related activities (Kasworm, 1995;
Kasworm & Blowers, 1994; Kasworm & Pike, 1994). In a model to explain
attrition. Bean and Metzner (1985) argued that adults have different support
structures than young students. Because they have limited interaction with
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other groups within the college community they draw more support from
external sources such as friends, family, and co-workers. This is in contrast to
residential students, who tend to be the younger students, where the interaction
with peers and faculty forms the most important support groups. (Graham,
1998, p. 241)
Living on campus has been shown to have the most consistently positive
effects on student overall adjustment, development and learning. Living in a
residence hall on campus allows the student increased access to peers and
faculty, and this has been proven to shape a number of dimensions of cognitive
growth. Hernandez, Hogan, Hathaway and Lovell found that students living
on campus showed significantly larger gains in critical thinking skills and
smaller gains in reading skills than their commuter peers.
The most significant effect was found in a specific type of
residence hall called a Living and Learning Center [LLC]. Specific
programming, such as faculty/peer interaction, academic advising,
intellectually-oriented programming, and peer support, had the
most profound effects on residents. (Hernandez, Hogan, Hathaway
& Lovell, 1999)
In determining the impact of peer interaction on student development.
Love (1995) argued that it is necessary to make the distinction between
... true peers or those students who are equal in rank, experience,
and ability to other students and nonpeer peers. Nonpeer peers
include students who have greater authority or who hold
leadership positions, such as resident advisor. (Hernandez, Hogan,
Hathaway & Lovell, 1999)
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In one case. Love noted that the resident advisors and residence life staff
were found to be as influential as faculty in relation to student retention. It has
been suggested that studies that show peer groups as being significantly
important to student development may be including paraprofessional student
affairs staff members without distinguishing them as true peers. (Hernandez,
Hogan, Hathaway & Lovell, 1999, p. 191)
In her article entitled, "Dimensions of Adjustment among College
Women," Tomlinson-Clark hypothesized that one year in college would have a
positive impact on all participating students, that college adjustment score
would be different according to one's race, with white women scoring higher in
terms of adjustment than black women, and lastly, that academic adjustment
would be a significant predictor of the current grade point average of each
participating student. (Tomlinson-Clark, 1998, p. 367-368)
In the end, the researcher realized that her initial two ideas were not
supported her findings. "Significant main effects were found on only one of the
four dimensions of college adjustment for the variable year in college. Seniors
and juniors differed from first-year students scoring higher on AA (academic
adjustment)." (Tomlinson-Clark, 1998)
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Additionally,
... no significant differences were found between black and white
women on three of four dimensions of college adjustment.
Inconsistent with research suggesting possible negative
psychological consequences for blacks attending predominately
white institutions. The results suggested that black women in the
sample experienced a greater sense of psychological and physical
well being and less general psychological distress when compared
to their cohorts. Higher scores by black participants, however,
may not be indicative of all black students or black women
attending this university. (Tomlinson-Clark, 1998)
Janice D. Taylor and Theodore K. Miller write of a conceptual model
used to evaluate minority retention programs. The model these two persons
describe focuses on "the influence of development, race, and ethnicity on
minority student learning and personal development as well as that of faculty
and program stakeholders in the retention of minority students." (Taylor &
MUler, 2002)
The Necessary Components Retention Program Assessment (NCRPA)
model provides a foundation for assessing factors that contribute to minority
students persistence at predominately white institutions. The six components
of this model were used to assess differences between student participants and
non-participants in a minority retention program geared toward African
American students. (Taylor & Miller, 2002. p. 266)
The six components that were defined by NCRPA include that students
need a sense of security and comfort that can be gained by affiliating with like
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ethnic others. Students need an affiliation with other individuals within the
college environment who have common interests and attitudes. It is important
that students experience feelings of being academically and socially competent
and valued as a member of the campus community. Knowing that one's peer,
faculty members, and administrators provide assistance and advocacy and
receiving guidance from the faculty and administrators in the form of advising,
mentoring, challenging, and support were listed as essential components to
student success on campus. And lastly, students need to be provided with
opportunities to serve as peer mentors or student leaders. (Taylor & Miller,
2002, pp. 269-270)
Taylor and Miller's study results suggest that social integration for
minority students may differ from Tinto's (1975) and others' original theories.
Taylor and Miller state, that with the exception of Murguia et al. (1991) and
Tierney (1992), present theories and research on social integration have not
acknowledged or investigated social integration from a minority student
perspective effectively. (Taylor & Miller, 2001, p. 277)
Kenny and Stryker's research found those specific aspects of the social
network and their relevance to college adjustment for culturally diverse
%
%

students versus European American students to differ for each group. "Social
adjustment was associated with family support characteristics for the racially
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and ethnically diverse students and with college friendships for the European
American students." (Kenny & Stryker, 1996)
Many colleges now seek to recruit and retain a more diverse student
body. This being said, administrators must realize that "students who enter a
college environment where the predominate racial, ethnic, or religious culture
differs from their own may encounter a unique set of adjustment challenges
(Allen, 1992)." (Kenny & Stryker, 1996)
The availability of appropriate support on campus has "positive direct
and indirect, stress-buffering effects on physical health and psychological well¬
being (i.e., Cohen & Wills, 1985), whereas the absence of social support
compounds perceived negative life stress." (Kenny & Stryker, 1996)
Pascarella & Terenzini in 1991 and also Tinto in 1993, found that
... providers of campus support programs for culturally and
racially diverse students focus on the critically important concern
of student integration into campus life, but they give little
attention to social networks beyond the college campus. Student
relationships with the immediate family and with extended
family members are largely ignored, despite knowledge that
ethnic minority families are particularly cohesive and
interdependent (Harrison, et al., 1990). (Kenny & Stryker, 1996)
A new report entitled, "College knowledge: what Latino parents need to
know and why they don't know it," says that Latino parents are less helpful to
their children's college careers if they have lower incomes, less education, or are
first-generation immigrants. "It is not that less-educated parents necessarily
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have lower aspirations for their children, but that those aspirations are less
likely to be backed by knowledge of how to work the system. Social-class
standing, the report asserts is not 'immutable destiny." (Morgan, 2002)
Latinos continue to be highly underrepresented on the nation's college
campuses (Collison, 1999) in spite of the overall growth in the Latino
population in our country.
Data on retention and degree completion rates indicate that
most colleges and universities are not succeeding in retaining
Latino students (O'Brien, 1993); the author further indicates that
Latino students were the least likely of all racial/ethnic groups to
persist in college. (Hernandez, 2000)
In "Understanding the Retention of Latino College Students," John C.
Hernandez developed eleven major themes with regard to the retention of a
sample of Latino College students at a large public institution. A sample of the
themes that developed from the participant's responses include that
... all participants had the realization that they had what it took
to complete college, most of the participants described their
families as a source for support and encouragement; however, the
family also placed pressure on the participants, friends and peers
were seen as a source of support while in college, despite the
varied levels and activities that the participants were involved in,
all stated that being involved both on and off campus had positive
effects on their retention, and many of the participants indicated
that meeting and finding other Latinos on a predominately white
campus had a positive impact on their retention. (Hernandez,

2000)
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In summary, Hernandez found that the participants in his study felt that
they all arrived with some level or degree of a positive outlook. Even with that
said however, university personnel contributed to a student's self-worth
through words of encouragement, through meaningful interactions, by
respecting his or her cultural differences, and by using constructive critique and
feedback of a student's performance. (Hernandez, 2000, p. 581)
It is important to keep in mind that the quality of the student's
experience also requires student effort. The impact of college is a result of the
degree to which the student makes use of the people, leadership positions,
facilities, and opportunities made available by the college. Students must
realize that they own much of the responsibility for the extent to which
involvement makes a difference in their own development and learning
(Hernandez, Hogan, Hathaway & Lovell, 1999, p. 195).
Is there a link between college student success and the manner in which
their parents raised them? Is there a link between college student success and
their family structure? In the following section, a few studies have been
included that answer these questions.
Hickman, Bartholomae and McKenry studied the influence of parenting
%

style on academic achievement and adjustment levels of college first-year
students. These researchers discovered that their study provided insight into
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the relationship between home environment and college students' success. The
study only focused on the student reports of their family experiences. "Perhaps
data from parents themselves may have increased the validity of the parenting
style measure" (Hickman, Bartholmae & McKenry, 2000).
The researchers used the categories of authoritarian parenting,
permissive parenting and authoritative parenting styles in their study.
Authoritarian parenting style refers to child-rearing techniques characteristic of
harsh disciplinary actions and rigid boundaries, expressed both emotionally
and psychologically toward children. Permissive parenting style refers to
child-rearing techniques that place few, if any rules upon children.
Communication has a tendency to be nonexistent or minimal at best as
evidenced by a hands-off approach to child rearing. Authoritative parenting
style refers to child-rearing techniques in which parents exercise firm yet fair
discipline.
Despite firm discipline, parents display warmth, love, and
affection toward children and are 'democratic' in that they
participate in bi-directional communication exchanges with
children while using induction as a form of discipline. (Hickman,
Bartholmae & McKenry, 2000)
In past research, authoritarian and permissive parenting styles have been
associated with poor academic grades, college adjustment, and self-esteem of
adolescents. Past researchers found that most school-related conflict between
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parents and high school youth was related to parents demanding expectations
(authoritarian) or conversely, parents not having high enough expectations
(permissive). High-achieving students, at higher rates than underachieving
students, describe their parents as understanding, approving, trusting,
affectionate, encouraging achievement, and not overly strict in disciplining
them. On the other hand, underachieving students describe their parents as
very strict and demanding, lax, or punitive in their disciplinary techniques.
(Hickman, Bartholmae & McKenry, 2000, p. 42)
Hickman, Bartholmae and McKenry7 s study advanced the literature by
examining traditional college students and the impact of parenting on their
adjustment and academic success. However, in light of the number of
nontraditional students increasing, their academic success as related to
parenting factors has not been systematically addressed. Perhaps parenting
factors are less salient for older students or for those with more life experience.
(Hickman, Bartholmae & McKenry, 2000, p. 50)
The researchers were surprised that none of the models (used in the
study), with one exception, indicated that parenting styles influenced the
adjustment and academic achievement of college freshman. However,
%
%

authoritative parenting was found to have a positive impact on academic
adjustment. Adolescents accustomed to a warm, emotional, and caring
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environment associated with open communication may have an advantage
when making the transition into a college environment as they have achieved
greater mastery and self-regulation of their environment while growing up.
(Hickman, Bartholmae & McKenry, 2000, p. 48)
There is indication that a student's relationship with his parents was
particularly meaningful for the male undergraduates. (Wintre & Sugar, 2000, p.
210) Wintre and Sugar had some unexpected results with regard to
authoritative parenting. This particular parenting style is typically related to
positive outcomes both inside and outside of the school environment and this
variable only emerged as a negative predictor of females' perceived academic
adjustment. However, the perception of parental reciprocity (paternal for
females and general for males) may have encompassed the positive effects of
authoritative parenting on adjustment to university. (Wintre & Sugar, 2000, p.

211)
A second result of this study that proved very interesting is the
.. .benefit of having an authoritarian mother and a detriment to
having an authoritarian father with respect to male students'
personal and emotional adjustment. This particular finding
demonstrates the importance of analyzing the roles of parents
separately. (Wintre & Sugar, 2000)
For male children, both parents seem to be relevant, whereas fathers seem to be
more influential for their female children. (Wintre & Sugar, 2000, p. 212)
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In order to assess the effects of parental divorce and family functioning
on college student development, Johnson and Nelson sampled 440 students.
Results from their study indicated that
... parental marital status and family functioning account for
unique variance in key developmental tasks for college students,
namely the ability to differentiate from one's family of origin and
to develop intimate and individuated peer relationships. Results
also suggest that family functioning is a more salient predictor of
task attainment that is parental marital status. Moreover,
expressiveness appears to be the family relationship variable most
related to developmental task attainment for college students.
(Johnson & Nelson, 1998)
Children with divorced parents are at higher risk for developing
problems with issues such as social and psychological adjustment, conduct, and
achievement in school. However, divorce may also present a chance for escape
from conflict, for more harmonious, fulfilling relationships, and the opportunity
for greater personal growth, individuation, and well being. (Feenstra, Banyard,
Rines & Hopkins, 2001, p. 106)
In the article, "First-Year Students' Adaptation to College: The Role of
Family Variables and Individual Coping," Feenstra, Banyard, Rines and
Hopkins aimed to marry the literature on the role of family environment and
on individual coping with a goal of a better understanding of a student's
%
%

adjustment to college (Feenstra, Banyard, Rines & Hopkins, 2001, P. 107).
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The researchers discovered that both the characteristics of the family from
which the student came and the student's personal coping style were essential
in her/his adjustment to the new college environment.
As expected from previous studies (Garber, 1991; Nelson et
al., 1993), family environment rather than family structure was
related to adaptation to college. In particular, a higher level of
conflict in the family and lower level of family coping were related
to less positive adaptation to college. Students who were not
adapting to college as well as others also showed a lower level of
approach coping, as was expected from previous research
(DeGrauw & Norcross, 1989; Leong et al., 1997). (Feenstra, Banyard,
Rines & Hopkins, 2001)
The literature presented in this section, parenting styles and family
structure, maintains that these circumstances do contribute to a student
successfully completing educational endeavors. However, information
regarding the type of home from which the student hails is sometimes difficult
to determine. This researcher maintains that if a connection is made with a
student early on in her/his college career, the people on campus with whom the
student has made connections may be able to aid her/him through any
adjustment issues, should they arise.
Throughout this dissertation, evidence has been given to support the
notion that extracurricular student involvement on campus has a positive effect
%
%

on the likelihood of a student completing her/his degree. The following studies

66

add to this notion by presenting some extracurricular activities that may have
negative effects on student successes on campus.
Despite the large number of studies that have been
conducted, data and conclusions concerning the relationship
between involvement in intercollegiate athletics and students'
learning and development vary greatly. Winter and associates
(cited in Terenzini, Pascarella, & Blinding, 1996, p. 153) reported a
positive association between participation in intercollegiate
athletics and gains in critical thinking and analytical skills for both
men and women. (Hernandez, Hogan, Hathaway & Lovell, 1999)
There are other studies that have found athletics to have negative effects
on student learning and development. Pascarella, Bohr, Nora and Terenzini
(1995) found that by the end of the first academic year, male football and
basketball players were at a significant disadvantage in reading comprehension
and mathematics in comparison to their nonathletic and other sport athletic
male peers. With concern for female athletes, these researchers found a
significantly less first-year reading comprehension development in the female
athlete when compared to her nonathletic female peers. (Hernandez, Hogan,
Hathaway & Lovell, 1999, p. 187)
Although the conflicting results of many of these studies
offer no clear consensus concerning the benefit or harm of
participating in intercollegiate athletics, the studies may still be of
value to higher education administrators in that they highlight the
differential effects for men and women, and for students
participating in specific sports. (Hernandez, et al. 1999)
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Another area of extracurricular involvement that exhibits net negative
effects on student success has been involvement in Greek life on campus. Past
studies have suggested that membership in a fraternity or sorority has negative
effects on a student's intellectual and cognitive development, although the
relationships have not been strong.
Students living in a sorority or fraternity house have been found to
be at a slight disadvantage compared to students living in
residence halls in terms of academic achievement (Terenzini et al.,
1996, p. 153). According to Terenzini and his associates, fraternity
membership during the first-year of college was significantly and
negatively related to reading, mathematics, and critical thinking
skills, as well as to a measure of composite achievement.
(Hernandez, et al. 1999)
To end this section on a positive note, it has been discovered that student
involvement in student organizations on campus have had relatively positive
effects on student development and student learning. (Hernandez, et al. 1999,
p. 188)

Closing
In summary of this lengthy but important section, it has become
increasingly evident that a student's adjustment to campus has many different
layers. In looking at a student's academic or social adjustment on campus, the
overriding theme is one of connection. Whether the student connects through
an academic advisor or a football coach, the connection is important to the
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overall success of this student. The myriad of reasons why students are
successful on campus include, but are not limited to, how well their college
networks or relationships are formed with peers, college staff, faculty and the
local community. These relationships/connections need to be more fully
understood by college decision-makers in order to foster an environment that
will promote these positive relationships (Calder & Gordon, 1999, p. 323).

National Campus Efforts Aimed at Retaining Students
Colleges and universities nationwide have seen dropout rates rising
since the 1980s. Campus efforts to retain students have become quite creative.
From institution publications depicting students in a variety of different arenas
to programming on campus, colleges and universities have begun to take
innovative approaches to appealing to the student. This final section consists of
three major parts that include some retention programs aimed at first-year
students; some guidelines for successful retention programs; and lastly, some
sample retention programs.
Jerry Supple, president of Southwest Texas State University says, "If you
ask students why they left, they'll tell you that they wanted to be closer to home
%
%

or to a boyfriend or girlfriend, or they left for financial reasons. But the real
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reason students leave is that we have failed to significantly engage them in the
campus community." (Reisberg, 1999, p. A54-A55)
Southwest Texas State University, under President Supple's leadership,
started a leadership conference in 1997 for Hispanic first-year students, who
were dropping out in greater proportions that other first-year students.
Officials say that the program "in which Hispanic upperclassman and faculty
members help new students adjust to the campus environment" (Reisberg,
1999, p. A54-A55) contributed to an immediate increase in the first-year-tosophomore retention rate for Hispanic first-year students. Rates went from 58
percent in 1995 to 68 percent in 1997. (Reisberg, 1999)
Minnesota State University has designed an optional program called the
First-Year Experience. This program includes clusters of classes that cover
different topics such as critical thinking, research methods, exploring and
applying values and human relations and interactions. The students live and
learn together in a 600-bed residence hall. The retention rate of freshman has
risen from 69 percent to 79 percent since the induction of this program.
(Reisberg, 1999, p. A54-A55)
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill began a series of firstyear seminars taught entirely by tenured faculty. "The hope is that these
elective seminars, offered on a variety of academic topics, will improve the level
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of interaction between first-year students and senior faculty and raise the
overall level of academic discourse on campus." (Barefoot, 2000)
Duke University moved all its first-year students to East Campus (for
many years, the women's campus) about five years ago. This move was to
restrict what "Duke officials believed to be negative behavioral influences of
upper-level students and to create an environment within which to design and
deliver targeted residential programming." (Barefoot, 2000)
The University of Arkansas (UA) is initiating a university-wide project
that looks at improving how new students adjust to college. Some new
initiatives that will focus on new student adjustment at UA: In August 2002, UA
will hold its first academic convocation, created by an academic affairs/student
affairs committee; secondly, UA will pilot a two-day off campus orientation
program with 200 new students. During the "rock camp" students will
participate in social activities such as ropes courses on a site about 90 miles
from campus; thirdly,
A cross-division research project tracking the GPAs of firstyear students by housing type has begun. UA set aside two
residence halls this fall for first-year students only and compared
their academic success to that of first-year students living in other
residence halls, off campus residences, or fraternity houses. And
the data are absolutely clear, Brazzell said, that freshman students
in the dedicated first-year halls have done better. (Reisberg, 1999)
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In summary, the common theme of all of the aforementioned first-year
retention programs/strategies is that each institution is aiming to make that allimportant connection with the new student. Whether it is through curricula
changes for first-year students or housing all new students in the same area of
campus, these institutions seem to realize the importance of building a
relationship with the new students. This relationship between student and
institution will become stronger by building on the initial connections between
the new students and other students on campus and of course, their faculty
advisers and instructors.
Vera King Farris, President of The Richard Stockton State College of
New Jersey, outlines in her chapter entitled, "A Comprehensive Approach to
Enhancing Student Retention and Graduation," ways in which colleges can
assist students in their academic pursuits.
President Farris begins by saying
... sound student retention programs, like successful student
recruitment programs, result from a comprehensive, all-college
effort that is mission sensitive and attuned appropriately to student
life both inside and outside the classroom. (Farris, 1997)
First,
... a clear, focused mission is a key to good student retention and a
strong graduation rate. The mission sets the tone for the college's
priorities and provides guidance and distinction to student goal
attainment. (Farris, 1997)
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Second,
... the relationship between academic affairs and student services
is one of the most important links to effective student retention. A
good relationship between these areas fortifies the connection
between the curriculum and extracurricular learning experiences.
(Farris, 1997)
An example of an important collaborative effort of these two areas of
campus would be that of a summer orientation program where new students
gain knowledge of the campus through interactions with faculty, staff, student
leaders, etc.
Third, President Farris sees "academic interaction with faculty,
opportunities for curricular choices, small class size, and interaction with other
students in the classroom" (Farris, 1997) as some goals of enhancing retention
strategies. Curricular reforms that can improve the experiences of students on
campus include mentor scholar programs, freshman seminar programs, writing
programs, mathematics programs, etc. All of the aforementioned possible
programs are meant to strengthen the curriculum and the students' experience.
Next, President Farris sees the role of the campus community in the
efforts of retaining students, as essential. Facilities that foster a
... community life environment that encourages communication,
networking, and faculty, staff and student contact works well to
encourage student involvement. Student involvement in turn
enhances student retention. In support of this idea, the student
centers at Stockton (Farris' college) are small scale by design and
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feature high traffic, multiple small communities, and easy
interaction within the community. (Farris, 1997)
In light of what President Farris forwarded, this researcher would add
that all constituents of campus need to work together to bring a seamless
approach to the student experience on campus. Student affairs and academic
affairs are two of the most powerful and visible in the lives of students on
campus. It is essential that these two divisions work together to aid in the
overall educational experience of students while on campus.
Johnetta Cross Brazzell, vice chancellor of student affairs at the
University of Arkansas, forwards that collaboration between the divisions of
student affairs and academic affairs is necessary for student success and
especially the retention of first-year students. Along these lines, an ongoing
concern in student affairs is how to bridge the gap with academic affairs and
create a unified educational experience for students. "It isn't always easy. Real
perceived differences in the two divisions' cultures and missions can get in the
way." ("Divisions Pull Together for New Student Success", National OnCampus Report, 2002)
This next part simply lists and describes some sample retention
programs that have had success in retaining college students. Each program is
specific to its college community and may or may not be able to be used on all
campuses.
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ExCEL Program
An example of a study aimed at integrating study skills and
noncognitive variables to improve a first-year college student's academic
performance is the study done by Ting, Grant and Plenert as outlined in their
research article entitled, "The ExceUence-Commitment-and-Effective-Leaming
(ExCEL) Group: An Integrated Approach for First-Year College Students'
Success." This study can serve to inform possible intervention programs for
enhancing student success.
The ExCEL program consisted of 90-minute weekly sessions for each
voluntary treatment group during the fall semester. The program covered
learning and study skills and related noncognitive topics adapted from
Sedlacek's (1991) individual advising program. The selected topics were study
skills, time management, and summarizing skills and memory. The
noncognitive topics were developing a self-appraisal system, enhancing one's
self-concept, improving knowledge in a field, living in a diverse community,
and becoming involved in co-curricular/community activities. (Ting, Grant &
Plenart, 2000, p. 354-355)
In light of discussing personal adjustment issues and
developmental concerns, the small group size in the current study
appeared to be ideal. However, the fact that ExCEL participants
were all volunteers, and as a consequence highly motivated to
make improvements in study skills and psychosocial

75

development could bias the results. (Ting, Grant & Plenart, 2000,
p. 359)
All in all, however, the ExCEL programs appear to have enhanced the
participants' study skills, GPAs, and social and cultural adjustment during the
first-year. The students reported enjoying the informal, interactive, and
supportive environment. The ExCEL group provides another intervention
model with potentials of enhancing student success in higher education. (Ting,
Grant & Plenart, 2000, p. 359)

EAR Program
At Loras College, a Catholic mid-sized college located in Dubuque, Iowa,
a program called Early Alert Retention (EAR) has been implemented to aid in
the college's retention efforts. Mary Johnson, the interim dean of students,
identifies three main reasons for student departures from college. Students
may transfer or leave college because of relationships; in some cases, students
transfer to be closer to their girlfriend/boyfriend. Another reason is related to
the student's academic ability. Some students' may decide to go to another
school because they think they would do better there than they did at Loras.
Students may also drop out of school due to financial problems that may be a
result of changes in family situations. (Seshika, 1998, p. 1)
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Loras is trying to retain students through EAR system.
Faculty and staff members are to fill out a form if students come to
talk to them about their problems. We try not to be intrusive but
make sure that students get help, Johnson said. (Seshika, 1998)
Johnson also shares that in listening to and caring about students, faculty and
staff members are following the college's mission statement that includes
recognizing the human dignity of each individual. (Seshika, 1998, p. 2)

UROP Program
In 1989, the University of Michigan implemented the Undergraduate
Research Opportunity Program (UROP) to increase the retention and
improvement of academic performance of underrepresented students on
campus.
UROP is based on the theory that one of the causes for the
high attrition of minority students (six out of ten for African
Americans, versus three out of ten for whites, nationwide) is
lacking intellectual identification with the institution, and that
personal contact with faculty a comparative rarity for
undergraduates at large research institutions can help to achieve
this identification.
(http://www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/FISPE/LessonsIII/michigan.htmL
1996)
UROP pairs first-year and second-year students with faculty
to collaborate on original research projects. Students also
participate in an intensive peer advising program and a series of
workshops focusing on specific skills such as time management. In
its first four years, UROP grew from fourteen students to 143. In
1994-95, about 600 students participated. Although in the
beginning UROP involved only minority students, the program
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was eventually extended to indude students from all ethnic and
radal backgrounds.
(http://www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/FISPE/LessonsIII/michigan.html,
1996)
By all indications, UROP has been a success for the students of the
University of Michigan, espedally for those students from underrepresented
minorities. UROP students from these underrepresented groups have a
dropout rate of about 56 percent lower than that of general population of
underrepresented students (10.3 percent versus 23.3 percent).
When minority UROP partidpants are compared to matched
minority controls, UROP partidpants have an attrition rate 35
percent lower that the controls (10.3 percent versus 15.9 percent).
(http://www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/FISPE/LessonsIII/michigan.htmL
1996. p. 2)
Staff members of UROP have begun to examine why UROP causes
dramatic changes in performance and retention since their research to date has
not revealed the answer to this question. The staff attempt to do this by
inquiring about spedfic behaviors in which students engage that had a positive
effect on them. Behaviors may be concerned with the number of conversations
the student may have had with faculty, number of hours spent studying,
working with other students, consulting advisers, and so on. Additionally,
UROP students and controls that have graduated will be interviewed to
determine the program's long-term effects (http://www.ed.gov/offices/
OFE/FISPE/LessonsIII/michigan.htmL 1996, p. 3)
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Student Success Center
"Auburn University, originally chartered in 1856 and named Alabama's
land-grant university in 1872, has experienced record enrollment in its
freshman class for the past two years." (McDaniel, James & Davis, 2000) How
did Auburn accomplish this feat? There are a number of ways however one in
particular has proven to aid students in a variety of different ways.
Auburn University developed a Student Success Center to address the
personal, academic, and career needs of the students on campus. "The
establishment of the Student Success Center is an outcome of nearly four years
of self-study at Auburn University to determine its role and focus for the
twenty-first century." (McDaniel, James & Davis, 2000)
"The Student Success Center integrates four major service
units (Academic Support, Career Development, Student
Counseling, and Freshman Year Experience and Students in
Transition) and incorporates twenty-six retention-related
activities." (McDaniel, James & Davis, 2000)
This unified approach that looks to address the whole student and also
significant moments in a student's college experience are integral pieces needed
to satisfy the goals of the Student Success Center. This interdepartmental
approach has the potential to provide students with one-stop-shopping; the
%
%

student will have the ability to do all they need to do in one location on
campus.
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The integrated service model enables the student to enter
any door and receive interdisciplinary advice. The Student Success
Center has not only developed team procedures but has created a
team spirit to improve services to our students." (McDaniel, James
& Davis, 2000)

CLASS Program
Washburn University, a public institution in Topeka, Kansas, has an
enrollment of approximately 6000 students with about 55% being of
nontraditional age and approximately 45% being of traditional age. "Within
this context, the Center for Learning and Student Success (CLASS) combines
various services to offer a holistic approach to help students succeed
academically and professionally." (Consolvo, 2002)
CLASS unifies academic advising, the Counseling Center, the Career
Planning and Placement Center, the Learning Skills Program and twenty plus
retention activities under one roof and one director.
CLASS focuses on the learning enrichment of all students.
Staff facilitates the personal growth and development of students
through personal and educational counseling, and crisis
consultation. Academic assistance is offered through study skill
development, academic advising, virtual libraries, supplemental
instruction, an early warning system, and an academic
forgiveness program. Students can explore various careers
through career counseling, computer-assisted career guidance,
and job and graduate school search assistance. (Consolvo, 2002)
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The learning community model that offers an interdisciplinary approach
to servicing students at Washburn University challenges the traditional roles
that have been established for administrators and students. The responsibilities
and roles of the faculty and students, and of student affairs professionals,
become less distinct, more blurred as each attempts to negotiate meaning with
the other. Learning becomes a shared activity and the responsibility of all
members of the community. The question that needs to be asked is how both
groups, student affairs and faculty, can transcend their traditional functional
boundaries to work collaboratively and with one another and students in order
to create a seamless learning environment where success in possible. (Tinto,
1998, p. 10)

Living Learning Communities
Residential life departments at colleges and universities
across the country have responded to this collaboration with
undergraduate education by increasing their focus on student
learning through the implementation of programs to bridge the gap
between curricular and co curricular education." (Edwards &
McKelfresh, 2002)
The result of this movement has been the development of learning
communities or living learning centers (LLCs) housed in residence halls. These
LLCs are designed to promote higher levels of student involvement in out-of¬
class activities, greater interaction between faculty members and students, and
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a more supportive peer environment. LLCs vary from grouping students
residentiaUy by co-curricular interests and/or academic majors to highly
involved residential colleges that include classes and faculty living
arrangements. (Edwards & McKelfresh, 2002, p. 395)
Edwards and McKelfresh wanted to determine to what extent does
living in a LLC impacted the academic success (measured by GPA), of first-year
students enrolled in a specific college at the university where they were
studying. Secondly, these researchers wanted to determine to what extent living
in a LLC impacted the persistence of first-year students enrolled in a specific
college the university. (Edwards & McKelfresh, 2002, p. 395)
The data suggest that the IRC was a significant factor in
predicting an increase in GPA for male first-year students in the
College of Natural Sciences. Outside of the IRC, women in the
study had a significantly higher GPAs than men in the study.
However, male students involved in the IRC demonstrated an
increase in their GPA to a level similar with the female students.
The data suggested that the program did not significantly impact
female GPA but did significantly increase the average male
cumulative GPA for the 1998-1999 academic year when
controlling for index score. (Edwards & McKelfresh, 2002)
The LLC benefited student groups that typically appear to be
marginalized in higher education. The LLC appears to have eliminated a
gender gap in academic success, by increasing the GPA of male students up to
the same level of female students without negatively impacting the GPA of
female students.
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Similarly, this study also indicates that the IRC eliminated a
gap in persistence between white and non-white students by
actually raising the level of persistence of non-white students to a
level higher than the rate for white students. (Edwards &
McKelfresh, 2002)

Student Success Program
In 1993 Saint Xavier University, a private. Catholic university located in
the southwest comer of Chicago, Illinois, implemented a student support
services project. The project, called the Student Success Program, provides
academic and personal support services to students who are first generation,
low income, or individuals with disabilities. Services provided through this
program include tutorial services, peer mentoring, academic monitoring,
personal counseling, and developmental mathematics instruction. Based on
retention and graduation rates as measures of performance, the project exceeds
predicted persistence rates for its participants, particularly those of Hispanic or
African American descent. (Saint Xavier University)
Following admission to the program, each participant is
contacted weekly by a Peer Mentor who is assigned to work with
that student. Peer Mentors help to facilitate the academic and
social integration into the institution by modeling appropriate
student behaviors and providing referrals to SSP and University
services. The Peer Mentors also coordinate group events with the
students in the caseload. Age and major are considered when
assigning students to Peer Mentors. The Personal Counselor
coordinates the activities of Peer Mentors. (Saint Xavier
University)
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In Spring 1997, the University began to assess the long term
effect of participation in the Student Success Program on student
persistence. Using institutional data, a control group was
identified who entered the University in fall 1994 as first-time
freshman and had not participated in the Student Success Program.
The total persistence for the Non-SSP cohort was found to be
approximately 53.7%. The total persistence rates for the SSP cohort
after seven semesters was approximately 58.9%. (Saint Xavier
University, p. 8-9)

Closing
In summary of this section, the programs being developed and utilized
across the country with the hope of increasing retention of students are many in
number. These programs usually are specific to meeting the needs of the
particular population found on a particular campus, however these programs
have a common theme that runs through them all. In order to retain students a
college must recognize the issues that are causing the students to leave and then
make every attempt to address these issues.

Chapter Summary
The literature cited in this review of related research presents strong
evidence that college student attrition is a nation-wide issue. There is a clear
%
*

message throughout this presented literature that supports building
relationships between the student and the institution, on a variety of levels, aids
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in the reduction of attrition rates. How the relationship is constructed begins
with the manner in which a student is accepted into a college, how the student
is oriented to the college, the interactions this student has with faculty, staff,
peers, etc. on the college campus, and level of involvement on campus by the
student, etc. The building of this relationship must begin at the first-year of
enrollment and be enhanced and developed until the student graduates.
In light of what a college can do to engage a student, what must be examined
and taken into account is what demographics the accepted student presents.
Race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, first generation college student,
parenting style, family circumstance, high school record, etc., are all examples
of factors that aid in the development of a student and will have an effect on
how the student integrates with the college environment.

CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURES

This chapter reveals the research design, instruments, data collection and
analysis procedures used in this qualitative study. The research design and
procedures are presented in three sections. The first section presents a
description of the sample population that participated in the study. Second, an
explanation of the data sources is presented and third, a presentation of the
research design and methodology for data collection and analysis is included.
"The phrase qualitative methodology refers in the broadest sense to
research that produces descriptive data: people's own written or spoken words
and observable behavior." (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984) Research methods are
/

qualitative, producing descriptive data based on the reported perceptions of
why an exiting student is leaving college from three different sources; the
exiting student him/herself, six college administrators and the exiting student's
academic advisor.
Qualitative methodology is used in this study to ensure that the
interviewees' perceptions are not forced into a particular framework. The
%
%

research is inductive, which aids the researcher7 s attempts to "develop
concepts, insights, and understanding from patterns in the data, rather than
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collecting data to assess preconceived models, hypotheses, or theories." (Taylor
& Bogdan, 1984) The qualitative methodology used in this study will lead to
deeper understanding of the students' mindset and also will aid in the
development of a set of recommendations about the services offered on
campus.

The Research Site
The research site, Hillcrest College, was established in 1920 as a fouryear institution of higher education and has its origins in educating young
women of modest means in the field of education. In 1899, a normal school was
founded on the site where the College now is located. A congregation of
Catholic nuns who heralded from LePuy, France decades ago founded the
normal school. Today, Hillcrest College, an accredited institution, educates
women and men in numerous liberal arts and professional fields. Hillcrest
College is the only comprehensive four-year Catholic institution of higher
education in the western section of the state where the College is located. The
mission of Hillcrest College is to prepare students for careers with a conscious.
The researcher of this study is currently the dean of students at Hillcrest
College. In this position, the importance of confidentiality in all interactions
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with students, especially those that involve a student's personal life is
understood.
Retention data are continuously being calculated at colleges and
universities nationwide. Hillcrest College, being a small, tuition-driven
institution, is dependent on gathering information from students leaving the
College. This information is what helps the institution to design and redesign
the manner in which students are supported on campus, if in fact attrition
information is pointing to a specific campus issue.
Table 1 documents Hillcrest College student retention statistics for the
years of 1996-1999. This data is presented in a four-year graduation time frame
and does not take into effect those students who may have taken leaves of
absences or moved from full to part time status. The data is limited to full time
students.
Table 1
Hillcrest College Full Time Student Retention Data
Year of Entry

# Entering

# Grad in 4yrs

Still Registered

Fall 1996

135

65

8

65

Fall 1997

140

37

63

71

Fall 1998

166

20

89

66

Fall 1999

152

1

123

82

88

% Retained

Population
This study includes students who were exiting college before finishing
their degrees and who were willing to participate in this study, the exiting
students7 academic advisors, and six selected college administrators. Thirtyfour students, twenty-six female students and eight male students, agreed to
participate in this study. The thirty-four students entered the dean of student's
office in order to gain the dean's signature on their withdrawal/leave of absence
form (Appendix A) at which point they were asked if they would be willing to
participate in the study.
Twenty-two academic advisors participated in this study, fifteen of
which are female and seven were male. There were some academic advisors
who serviced two or more exiting students, thus the difference in population
total. One academic advisor serviced six of the withdrawing students; one
academic advisor serviced four of the exiting students and three advisors each
serviced two of the withdrawing students. Different advisors serviced the
remaining eighteen students.

Each advisor was contacted via email with a

request to answer a few questions regarding their advisee who was leaving
college (Appendix C). Each advisor was asked if s/he would be willing to
participate in the study and that her/his response would indicate her/his
willingness to participate. Each advisor responded to the researcher via email.
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Six administrators, five of whom are women and one is a male, were
selected to participate in this study. The administrators included the director of
the Wellness Center, the athletic director, the director of the Career Center, the
director of financial aid, the academic dean and the registrar. These persons
were selected due to the student-centered nature of each of their positions on
campus.

Data Sources
The presented research data is comprised of four major sections. Data
were gathered from the analysis of five years of withdrawal forms collected
from the registrar at Hillcrest College. The responses from the withdrawing
students' questionnaire administered during one academic year, the results
from a questionnaire given to the academic advisor of each withdrawing
student and the results gathered from a questionnaire given to six key college
administrators completed the pool of data. The resulting data captures major
themes of why students tend to leave college before completing their degrees.
One feature that should be mentioned about this study is that this data was
collected over one full academic year, fall 2000 through spring 2001.
%

As previously stated, the description of the data consists of four major
sections. The first section describes the timing patterns of when students tend
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to leave college before completing their degrees. The second section of the
description of data provides insight into the reasons that withdrawing students
are leaving college before finishing their degrees. The third section illustrates
the stated perceptions of the withdrawing students' academic advisors for the
students' leaving college and lastly, the fourth section describes the stated
perceptions of six key administrators of why these particular students are
leaving college.
In order to determine the timing patterns, including the year of study of
when a student left college and the time of year/semester of when a student left
college, the researcher collected the past five years of withdrawal forms from
the registrar of Hillcrest College. Withdrawal forms dating from fall 1997
through spring 2001 were analyzed by compiling a list of the time of the
semester in which the student left college. This information is found on the
completed withdrawal form.
This researcher then determined in which year of study (first-year,
sophomore, junior, senior) was each individual at the time of leaving college.
This information can be found either on the completed withdrawal form or in
the academic records in the Registrar7 s Office.
%

When a student wishes to withdraw from Hillcrest College, s/he is asked
to complete a withdrawal/leave of absence form (Appendix A). The student is
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asked to explain in writing why s/he is withdrawing from college and then to
acquire the signatures of the four administrators listed on the form. The
purpose of this withdrawal process is two-fold. First, the date in which the
withdrawal form is filed with the Registrar's Office, solidifies the last date the
student actually attended the institution; this information is necessary for
financial aid and institutional research purposes. Secondly, the four
administrators listed on the form now have the opportunity to conduct an "exit
interview" with each student in order to, hopefully, gain a deeper
understanding of the reasons for the withdrawal. Important information about
the effectiveness of campus systems and student services can be elicited from
such meetings. There are some instances when a student is opting to withdraw
from college due to her/his lack of understanding of available support services
that may aid in her/his remaining on campus.
This researcher gathered withdrawal forms for the 2000-2001 academic
year in order to compile a list of reasons that were stated by the withdrawing
students as to why students were leaving college before completing their
degrees. The compiled reasons can be viewed in Table 5 in Chapter Four of this
dissertation. Additionally, this researcher determined the reasons for taking a
%

"leave of absence" versus a "withdrawal." A comparison of the two sets of
reasons stated has been reviewed in order to determine any similarities
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between the two student groups. This data is illustrated in Table 7 of Chapter 4
of this dissertation.
Once a withdrawing student's exit interview was complete, the
researcher then contacted the student's academic advisor in order to ask her/his
perceptions as to why this particular student may have left college before
finishing her/his degree. This inquiry was sent to each advisor via email. There
were three instances that required the researcher to contact the academic
advisor for a second time due to the fact that s/he did not respond at all to the
first email.
An analysis of the stated general and specific perceptions of these
participating academic advisors as to why these particular students may have
left college was completed and can be viewed in Table 9 in Chapter 4 of this
dissertation.
All academic advisor interviews (Appendix C) were coded. Coding was
accomplished by giving each interviewee response a particular symbol. The
researcher then determined trends of why students left college by identifying
the most frequently stated reasons through locating the like recorded symbols.
Once the student exit questionnaire was complete and after the student's
academic advisor was contacted via email, administrator questionnaires were
mailed via campus mail to each of the six selected administrators. Prior to
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sending the questionnaire, the researcher entered the withdrawing student's
name and the administrator's name in the appropriate blank space on this
administrator questionnaire. All administrator questionnaire (Appendix D)
responses were coded. Coding of the responses was done in a similar manner
to the aforementioned process in order to determine trends in administrator's
impressions of why students left college.
Prior to the start of this study in September 2000, each administrator was
contacted via a letter (Appendix E) that asked if s/he was willing to participate
in the study. Each administrator happily agreed to participate in this study.
Once the administrator completed her/his questionnaire, it was returned to the
researcher via campus mail.
Once the responses were received by this research from both the
academic advisors and the administrators, the responses were collated with the
corresponding student responses in order to keep all information about a
particular student in one secure place. Each packet of information was stored
in a locked filing cabinet in the dean of student's private office.

Design and Methodology
This description of the research design and methodology of the study
consists of two parts. The first part outlines the general aspects of the design
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anchored to each of the three research questions. The second part details the
specific steps of the design taken to address each of the three research
questions. These steps include methods for the collection, analysis, and
organization of the data gathered through the student exit
questionnaires/interviews, the completed academic advisors' questionnaires
and the completed administrators' questionnaires.

General Aspects of the Design
This part of this section outlines the aspects of the research design that
are related to each of the three research questions. When withdrawing or
taking a leave of absence, students at Hillcrest College are asked to complete a
withdrawal/leave of absence form (Appendix A) to ensure that the college has a
record of when and why this student exited from college.
Students who were withdrawing or taking a leave of absence from the
college were identified and asked to participate in an exit interview with the
dean of students, the researcher of this study.
All withdrawing students were invited to participate in the study. Their
verbal agreement to participate in the study indicated that they were willing to
be interviewed by the researcher. Additionally, they agreed to allow the
researcher to contact their academic advisors to question the advisor about the
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student's departure from college and that six-selected administrators could also
be contacted to inquire into each of their perceptions about the student's
departure.
Each of the thirty-four withdrawing students who agreed to participate
in the study were met with individually in order that the student exit
questionnaire could be administered in private. This researcher emailed each of
the withdrawing students' academic advisors with a description of the study
and a short survey to be completed if the advisors were willing to participate in
the study. Lastly, the researcher sent a questionnaire via campus mail to six
selected college administrators. Each administrator was asked a series of
questions with regard to the withdrawing student's departure from college.
Each administrator agreed to participate prior to the commencement of the
study in the fall of 2000.

Specific Aspects of the Design
The second part of the research design states each research question and
delineates the research methodology or the steps taken to address each of the
specific questions. These steps delineate a plan for the collection, analysis, and
%
%

organization of the data. Each question will be stated and followed by the steps
for the methodology.
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Research Question 1
What are the timing patterns of when students tend to leave college
before completing their degrees?
Research Methodology. The following steps were taken in order to
answer research question 1:
1. This researcher collected the past five years of withdrawal forms from the
Registrar's Office.
2. Withdrawal forms dating from fall 1997 through spring 2001 were analyzed
by compiling a list of the time of the semester and also the year of study the
student was at the time s/he left college. This compiled data illustrated
trends with relation to the year of study (first-year, sophomore, junior,
senior) in which each individual was classified when s/he left college and
also the time of year the particular student left college (fall or spring
semester).
3. The data collected in this first phase of the study is presented in table form.
Tables 2 and 3 can be found in Chapter 4 of this dissertation.
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Research Question 2
What are the major reasons why students leave college before
completing their degrees?
Research Methodology. The following steps were taken in order to
answer research question 2:
1. The researcher developed three specific instruments in order to collect the
data. Each instrument was given out to colleagues for feedback prior to the
commencement of this study.
2. The researcher contacted each of the six-selected administrators prior to the
start of the study in September 2000 to inform each person about the
purpose of the study and to determine if s/he would be interested in
participating. Each selected administrator agreed to participate in this
study.
3. When a student entered the dean of students office in order to gain the
signature of the dean on her/his withdrawal form, s/he was asked either by
the dean of students, the dean's office assistant or the associate dean of
students if the student had time to answer a few questions for a study that
the dean of students was conducting.
%
*

4. If the student was able to meet with one of the aforementioned, both the
student and the interviewer met in the dean's private office in order to go
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over the student exit questionnaire (Appendix B). The student was again
asked whether or not s/he was willing to participate in the study. The
interviewer explained the purpose of the confidential study. The student,
once again, was asked if s/he felt comfortable answering a few questions
about her/his departure from college. At this point, the interviewer
proceeded with the exit interview.
5. Each of the completed student exit questionnaires was then filed in a locked
filing cabinet in the private office of the dean of students.
6. This researcher emailed each of the withdrawing students' academic
advisors with a description of the study and a short survey to be completed
if the advisors were willing to participate in the study.
7. With each withdrawing student, a questionnaire (Appendix D) was sent via
campus mail to each participating administrator. Once completed, the
administrator sent the questionnaire back to the researcher via campus mail.
Each completed administrator survey was collated with corresponding
student and stored in a secured filing cabinet in the private office of the
researcher.
8. The academic advisors were told in the email message that their responses
%

to the questions sent by the researcher indicated that they were willing to
participate in the study. Once the completed advisor questionnaires were
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received via email, each response was printed out and collated with the
corresponding student information in the secured filing cabinet in the
private office of the researcher.
9. All student, administrator, and academic advisor responses gathered
through the withdrawal forms and/or the exit interviews, as well as, the
questionnaires collected from the administrators and academic advisors
were coded. Coding was accomplished by giving each interviewee response
a particular symbol. Trends were then determined through the coded data
collected from departing students.
10. A grid (Table 24) was developed which illustrates the trends identified from
the students' stated reasons for leaving college in relation to those
perceptions of her/his academic advisor and the six selected administrators
as to why the student may have left college.

Research Question 3
What are some recommendations that may aid institutions of higher
education in their efforts to improve student retention?
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Research Methodology. The following steps were taken in order to
answer research question 3:
1. By analyzing the aforementioned grid (Table 24), a comparison of the
general perceptions and specific reasons stated by the students' academic
advisors and key administrators was accomplished.
2. From the analysis of the major trends illustrated in the grid, this researcher
formulated recommendations to be presented to the decision-makers of
Hillcrest College. The goal of these recommendations is to aid in the
improvement of Hillcrest College's efforts to retain students on campus
until they complete their degrees and additionally in the efforts of like
institutions of higher education with their retention efforts.

Chapter Summary
The research design for the present study employed qualitative research
methods to describe the reasons why students leave college before finishing
their degrees. Additionally, these same methods are used to describe the
perceptions of chosen administrators and the withdrawing student's academic
advisor as to why this particular student left college before finishing his/her
%
%

degree. Data was collect from 34 students, six administrators and the exiting
students' academic advisors through open ended questionnaires delivered
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either in person (to the student), via campus mail (the six administrators), or via
email (the academic advisors).
The research examined withdrawal forms in order to determine major
trends as to when these withdrawing students left college. Emergent trends
aided in the development of summary recommendations that will be presented
to decision-makers on this particular campus.
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CHAPTER 4

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

This chapter presents and discusses the results of the study as they relate
to the study's main purpose: to determine why students leave college before
finishing their degrees. The findings detailed in this chapter correspond to the
three major research questions and are presented in the following order:
1. What are the timing patterns of when students tend to leave college
before completing their degrees?
2. What are the major reasons why students leave college before
completing their degrees?
3. What are some recommendations that may aid institutions of higher
education in their efforts to improve student retention?
The findings related to the three research questions are presented in
three distinct sections. Those findings related to the timing patterns of when
students tend to leave college are found in section one. Those findings related
to the stated reasons students give for leaving college before completing their
degrees are in section two. The findings that are related to research question
%
%

three are presented in the last section of the chapter.
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Research Question 1
What are the timing patterns of when students tend to leave college
before completing their degrees? Data were collected from the past five years
of withdrawal forms that were gathered from the Registrar's Office. This
researcher analyzed at what time of the semester and at what time of a
student's academic career s/he left college before finishing her/his degree. The
results are listed in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2
Withdrawals by Year of Study
Year

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

Total

1997

0

3

14

0

17

1998

2

3

13

2

20

1999

2

25

11

8

46

2000

1

23

13

5

42

2001

5

8

3

2

18

Total

10

62

54

17

143

Table 3
Withdrawals by Semester
Year

Fall Semester

Spring Semester

1997

12

5

1998

9

11

1999

22

24

2000

12

30

2001

8

27

Totals:

63

80
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Subquestion 1

Do Students Leave College at a Particular Time of Year?
Spring semester (n=80) was found to be the most likely time of year that
a student will withdraw from college. This finding is not surprising to the
researcher due to the fact that leaving mid-academic year could present
additional issues to some students. One issue that may arise is the potential
loss of credit for a two-semester course, since the second half of the course will
not be taken at the institution. Another issue may be the concern over adjusting
to a new college when transferring mid-academic year.

Subquestion 2

Do Students Tend to Leave College During a Particular Year of Study?
In reviewing the aforementioned data, it is clearly illustrated that
students in their sophomore (n=62) or second year of college are more likely to
withdraw from college. Students who withdraw from college in their junior
(n=54) or third year of college are second after students in their sophomore
%

year.
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Research Question 2
What are the reasons students report for leaving college before
completing their degrees? During the 2000-2001 academic year, each student
who completed a withdrawal/leave of absence form (Appendix A) was asked if
s/he would be willing to participate in this study by completing a short series of
questions delivered by one of the named interviewers. The students surveyed
for this study are those students who completed the withdrawal process
successfully; obtaining the withdrawal/leave of absence form from the
registrar's office and then obtaining the signatures of four administrators in key
offices on campus. The dean of student's signature is one that is required on
the form. Table 4 outlines the codes used to analyze the student feedback.
Table 5 illustrates the actual responses students stated for leaving college
before finishing their degrees through withdrawal forms collected and exit
interviews conducted.
As illustrated in Table 6, the most frequently given general reasons for
leaving college before finishing one's degree include transferring to another
school, academic issues, family issues and financial issues. The most frequently
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Table 4
Student Data Analysis Codes
ACA:
AWAY:
CHI:
COU:
FAM:
FIN:
FINC:
HEA:
HOM:
HUSB:
JOB:
LIV:
MED: .
MOV:
PAD:
PRE:
REA:
TRA:

Academic reasons/withdrawn
Need time away
Child sickness
lack of courses offered
Family issues
Financial reasons
Finished coursework
Health reasons
Home sickness
Husband relocating
full time employment
Living conditions
Medical reasons
Moving out of the area
Parent/family death
Pregnant
Readiness for college
Transferring to another school

given specific reasons for leaving college before finishing one's degree include
academic issues, medical issues, and financial issues and lastly, family issues.
Table 7 illustrates the reasons given by students for taking a leave of
absence versus a withdrawal from college. As seen with research collected to
satisfy research question 1, students tended to leave college before finishing
their degrees during the spring semester.
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Table 5
Student Stated Reasons for Leaving College
Student
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

General Reason
HEA

Specific Reasons
PRE
HEA
ACA
HUSB
ACA
MED
FIN
HOM
PRE
FINC
MED
CHIL
FAM
FAM
FIN
PAD/FIN
FIN
LIV
LIV
COU
LIV

HEA
ACA
MOV
ACA
MED
FIN
TRA
PRE
TRA
MED
FAM
FAM
FAM
TRA
TRA
FIN
FIN
TRA
TRA
FIN
FAM
REA
FAM
MED
FIN
ACA
AWAY
ACA
ACA
JOB
FAM
FIN
MED

11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

FAM
REA
FAM
MED
HOM
PAD
AWAY
ACA
ACA
JOB
FAM
FIN
MED

Table 6
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Students
General

Totals

ACA

5
6

FIN
TRA
FAM

6
6
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Specific
ACA

Totals
4

FIN
MED
FAM

5
4
5

Table 7
Student Stated Reasons for Taking Leave of Absence vs. Withdrawal

*HEA
ACA
MOV
*FIN

Leave of
Absence
F01
S02
8
3
0
0
0
0
1
0

HOM
FAM
LIV
TRA

0
0

COU
REA
JOB

0
0
0

0
0

0
3
0
1
0
2
0

Withdrawal
F01
0
2
1
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0

S02
0
2
0
4
1
0
1
2
1
0
1

When taking a leave of absence from college, a student indicates that
s/he may wish to continue her/his education at a later date. Eleven students
taking a leave of absences in both semesters did so due to "health reasons."
Eight of these leaves of absence were requested in the fall semester that does
not support the aforementioned statement that most students leave in the
spring semester. However, when added to the 3 students leaving for health
reasons in the spring semester, this category is the most frequently stated for
taking a leave of absence from college.
When withdrawing from college, a student has decided that s/he will not
return to college to complete her/his education. The students, who withdrew
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from college during the 2000-2001 academic year, most frequently stated the
reason for doing so is that of financial issues.
Table 8 illustrates the codes assigned to the academic advisor responses
to questions asked regarding their advisee leaving college before finishing
her/his degree. When comparing the codes assigned to student responses and
academic advisor responses, one will notice the level of detail in the academic
advisor codes. These codes are specific to each group where data collected was
collected.
Table 9 illustrates the general and specific reasons academic advisors
gave for their advisee leaving college before completing her/his degree.
Table 10 summarizes the most frequently stated reasons by the
withdrawing students' academic advisors.
The most common reason given by academic advisors for a student7 s exit from
college before finishing her/his degree is that this person (the academic advisor)
did not have knowledge of the student and/or any reasons as to why s/he left
college. This category is followed by financial issues caused the student to
leave, followed by the academic advisor has no idea as to why the student left.
college, but did have knowledge of the particular student. Readiness for
%
*

college and the student7 s desire to be closer to home/family was given as the
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Table 8
Academic Advisor Data Analysis Codes
ACA:
ADV:
ATT:
CAT:
CON:
CON:
COU:
DIS:
FAI:
FAM:
FIN:
HEA:
ISS:
JOB:
KNO:
LD:
LEA:
MAR:
MAT:
MET:
MOV:
NOI:
PAD:
PAR:
PER:
PHO:
PRE:
PSY:
REA:
REG:
REL:
RES:
SEM:
SIC:
SUP:
TRA:
WOR:

academically withdrawn by advisor
advisor left/new advisor assigned
lack of class attendance
Hillcrest not Catholic enough
lack of connection with college
consistent contact/surprised by student
leaving
lack of courses for major
seemed dissatisfied with college
failed numerous classes
closer to family/1 st generational
financial issues
health reasons
family issues/suicide in family
work responsibilities
do not know this student
learning disabilities around language
taking leave of absence
just married
lacking maturity to be in college
met with me only one time
moved out of area
no idea leaving campus
death of parent
recently switched from FT to PT
personal issues
played phone tag most of semester
Pregnant
psychological issues
lacking readiness for college
only contact with student is at registration
Relationship ended/very upset
family responsibility increased after death
wanted semester off
sick parent
lack of family support
Transferring to another school
did not hand in any assignments
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Table 9
Academic Advisor Reasons for Students Leaving College
Student

General Reason

1
2
3

HEA

4

NOI
MAT
PSY
FIN, MOV

Specific Reason
MAR, PRE, MOV

PHO
FAI

5
6
7

LEA
CON
NOI
ATT, WOR
PSY

11
12

PRE
KNO
HEA
ADV

TRA
FAM
PRE
KNO
HEA
ADV

13
14
15

REA
FIN
MET

REL
SUP
NOI

16
17

FIN
LD

18
19

FIN
KNO
TRA
FIN

RES, PAD
MAT
DIS, REA
KNO
CAT
TRA, COU, FAM, MOV
WOR, REA, PER

8
9

FAM

10

20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

ATT

NOI

REG
NOI
NOI
HEA, FIN, REG
RES
JOB

31

REA
KNO
FIN

32
33

SUR
SEM

34

KNO

29
30

CON
CON, TRA
DIS, ISS, PRE, FAM
RES
JOB
FAI, REA
KNO
SUP
SIC
PAR
ATT, KNO

Table 10
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Academic Advisor
General

Total

Specific

Total

HEA
NOI

3
3
7
4

REA

3
3
3
4

FIN
KNO

NOI
FAM
KNO

112

third most frequent reasons for a student7 s departure from college before
finishing her/his degree.
In Table 11 the codes used in presenting the general and specific
responses given by each administrator are listed. Once again, these codes are
specific to the administrator group since responses tended to be more detailed
than those of the students.
The following tables illustrate the individual administrator responses to
why these students left college before finishing their degrees. A summary table
follows each table. Each summary table illustrates a tabulation of the most
frequently stated reasons, both general and specific, given by the specific
administrator.
With regard to the specific students leaving college before finishing their
degrees during the 2000-2001 academic year, the director of the career center
had very little contact with these particular students. Out of 34 students, only
eight were familiar with the director of the career center. Of the eight students
that were seen by this office, the director could only give a reason for leaving
college for one of these students. The general reason this particular student left
college, according to this administrator, was due to the lack of financial ability
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Table 11
Administrator Data Analysis Codes
ACA:

Academically concem/withdrawn

ACD:

academic dishonesty

ADJ:

adjustment issues

AID:

not receiving financial aid

ALC:

struggle with issues around alcohol

ASSI:

handed in no assignments

ATH:

did not get much playing time

BEH:

Inappropriate behavior on campus

CHI:

child illness

CLASS:

not attending classes

CON:

not well connected on campus

COU:

lack of course selection/programs

DEBT:

concern with level of debt

DEP:

History of depression

DISP:

disciplinary issues

DIST:

distance from home/too far

EAD:

History of eating disorder

EMO:

•

emotioned issues

FAI:

failing classes

FAM:

Family obligations/issues

FIN:

financial issues

FIT:

not a good fit at Hillerest

GRAD:

grade issues

HOM:

homesick/closer to home

ISO:

social isolation on campus

ISS:

Family issue/parent suicide

JOB:

student needed to work FT

KNCk

do not know student

LANG:

language barrier

LEA:

learning difficulties

UV:

unhappy with condition of res. halls

MAJ:

could not continue in major

MED:

medical issues

MEN:

Mental health issues

MOV:

Moved out of area

NOC:

no contact

NOI:

no idea (had contact)

PAD:

Deaths of parent

PAR:

did all business with parents

PER:

personal issues

PRE:

Pregnant

PSY:

Psychological issues

REA:

readiness for college

STR:

stressful time in life

SUI:

Suicide attempt

SUP:

lack of support from family

TEEN:

teenage mother w/o support

TRA:

transfer to another school
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Table 12
Administrator Responses - Director of Career Center
Student

General Reason

Specific Reason

1

KNO

KNO

2

NOC

NOC

3

KNO

KNO

4

NOC

NOC

5

NOC

NOC

6

NOC

NOC

7

NOC

NOC

8

NOC

NOC

9

NOC

NOC

10

KNO

KNO

11

KNO

KNO

12

KNO

KNO

13

NOC

NOC

14

KNO

KNO

15

KNO

KNO

16

KNO

KNO

17

FIN/SUP

REA/MED/LEA

18

NOC

NOC

19

NOI (had contact twice)

NOI (had contact twice)

20

NOC

NOC

21

NOC

NOC

22

NOC

NOC

23

NOC

NOC

24

NOC

NOC

25

NOC

NOC

26

NOC

NOC

27

NOC

NOC

28

NOC

NOC

29

NOC

NOC

30

NOC

NOC

31

NOC

NOC

32

NOC

NOC

33

NOC

NOC

34

NOC

NOC

Table 13
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Director of Career Center
General

Totals

Specific

Totals

NOC

24

NOC

24

KNO

8

KNO

8
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in conjunction with a lack of support from her/his family. Specifically, this
administrator thought this student may not have been ready for the demands of
college life and additionally may have had some medical and learning
difficulties that may have impeded her/his success on campus.
The academic dean's general and specific reasons for why particular
students left college before finishing their degrees are illustrated in the
aforementioned table. As noted in this table, during the 2000-2001 academic
year, the academic dean acted as academic advisor to six of the students who
exited college before finishing their degrees through her role as first-year
mentor.
The academic dean's most frequently stated general reason as to why
particular students left college was either that she had not known the particular
student or that she had no contact with a particular student in order to have
gained the knowledge of why the student may have left college. As for specific
reasons given by the academic dean, as previously mentioned, she had not
known eight of these students and did not have contact with eight others.
However, with one of these students, the academic dean had received
information from one student's academic advisor concerning this student's
issues around alcohol that may have contributed to her/his exit from college.

116

Table 14
Administrator Responses - Academic Dean
Student

General
KNO

1
2
3

Specific
KNO
KNO
EMO/REA

KNO
CLASS/ASSI

4
5 (advisor)

NOI
CLASS/ASSI
PSY

6 (advisor)
7

NOI
REA/DIS
PSY/MOV

KNO

8

KNO
KNO

KNO
KNO

9
10

KNO

MAJ

11
12

KNO
KNO

13(advisor)

REA
STR

14 (advisor)
15
16 (advisor)
17

KNO

18 (advisor)

DEBT
NOC
NOC
FIN

ACD/BEH
KNO
KNO
PER
TEEN/FAM
KNO
PAD/FIN

TRA
FIN

19
20
21
22

CLASS/ASSI

23
24

NOC
PER

25
26
27
28

NOC
MED

EMO
REA/ADJ
NOC
NOC
HOM
PER
ALC (from advisor)
PER
NOC
ISS/FIN
AID
NOI

29

FAI
ACA
FAI

30
31

NOC
NOC

FAI
NOC
NOC

32
33

NOC
NOC

NOC
NOC

34

MED

MED

Table 15
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Academic Dean
General
KNO
NOC
CLASS
ASSI

Totals
8
8

Specific

Totals

KNO
NOC

8

REA

3
3

PER
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7
3
3

If one reviews the remainder of the reasons, both general and specific,
given by the academic dean as to why these students left college before
finishing their degrees, one will notice a wide spectrum of reasons that are very
specific to the specific student making it difficult to generalize. Reasons ranged
from psychological issues, to homesickness, to failing out of school.
The director of the wellness center's reasons, both general and specific,
as to why these students left college before finishing their degrees are
illustrated in the aforementioned table. Once again, there are eight students out
of 34 that this administrator had no contact, thus making it impossible to
venture an opinion as to why any one of these eight left college. This
administrator did not know five of the total 34 exiting students. This is of
concern due to the fact that all full time students are mandated by law to have
current health forms on file in the Wellness Center at all times during their
tenure on campus thus fostering an interaction with this administrator.
Take note of the very specific reasons given in both the general and
specific categories by this administrator. The reasons are somewhat different in
nature from the previous two administrators discussed perhaps due to the
nature of this administrator's interactions with each student and at times with
%
*

the families of the students.
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Table 16
Administrator Responses - Director of Wellness Center
Student
1

General

Specific
NOI

2

LANG
NOC

3
4
5

MEN
NOC
ASSI

6
7

MEN
KNO
HOM
PRE

8
9
10
11
12
13
14

NOC
SUI
NOC
REA
MEN
KNO

FAM
NOC

DIST
SUP
FAM
NOC

KNO

KNO

NOI

NOI
HOM
COU

NOI
TRA
KNO

15
16
17
18

KNO
FAM/FIN
NOC

FIN/ACA
NOC
CON
REA

19
20
21
22

DIST
PAR
ISO/REA
KNO

DIST
KNO

23

EAD
NOC

NOI
NOC
MEN
FAM/ISO

24
25
26
27

DEP
CON
NOI
KNO

FAM

30
31

KNO
NOI
NOC
FAM

32

NOC

33
34

NOI
NOC

28
29

NOI
NOC
ACA
NOC
FAM
NOC

Table 17
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Director of Wellness Center
General

Totals

Specific

NOC
KNO

8

NOC

5

KNO

Totals
8
5

NOI
FAM

5
4

NOI
FAM

4
3
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The reasons, both general and specific, given as to why students left
college before finishing their degrees by the director of athletics are illustrated
in Table 18.
Table 18
Administrator Responses - Director of Athletics
Student
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

General
KNO
NOC
KNO
NOC
DISP
NOC
KNO
HOM/DIST
KNO
KNO
KNO
KNO
KNO
KNO
NOC
KNO
REA
NOC
NOC
NOC
HOM
NOC
NOC
NOI
NOC
NOC
NOC
KNO
NOC
NOC
NOC
NOC
NOC
NOC

Specific
KNO
NOC
KNO
NOC
ISO
NOC
KNO
ATH
KNO
KNO
KNO
KNO
KNO
KNO
NOC
KNO
FIT
NOC
NOC
NOC
DIST
NOC
NOC
NOI
NOC
NOC
NOC
KNO
NOC
NOC
NOC
NOC
NOC
NOC

Table 19
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Director of Athletics
General
KNO
NOC

Specific
KNO

Totals
11
18

NOC
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Totals
11
18

The most frequently recorded general reason for a student leaving by the
director of athletics is that of "no contact" with the specific student with 18 of
the 34 exiting students falling into this category. Additionally, the director of
athletics did not know 11 of the withdrawing students. The athletic director
knew the five remaining students in that she specifically knew that there were
issues around discipline, distance from home, isolation and/or not being a
"good fit" for Hillcrest College.
This researcher listed additional summary data in Table 21 due to the
nature of the results. Many of the categories were very close in number thus
once again illustrating the different nature of the interactions this administrator
may have had with these students versus other administrators.
It appears from the general reasons given by the director of financial aid
that there were fewer students that he did not know (3), had no contact with (4)
or had no idea of why the student left college (5) when compared to the other
administrators. These particular findings could be due to the high percentage
of Hillcrest College students who require financial assistance.
In Table 22 the reasons, both general and specific, given by the registrar
as to why students left college before finishing their degrees is illustrated. Once
again, as in the case of the responses of the director of financial aid, the
spectrum of reasons recorded by the registrar is broader and almost evenly
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Table 20
Administrator Responses - Director of Financial Aid
Student

General
AID
KNO
ACA
NOl
NOC
NOC
KNO
HOM
PRE
NOI
AID
FAM
FAM
KNO
TRA
FIN
FIN
AID/NOC
TRA
COU
HOM
PER
REA
PER
PAR
NOI
ACA
NOI
ACA
NOI
JOB
NOC
FIN
MED

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

Specific
AID
KNO
ACA
MOV
ACA
NOC
KNO
DIST
FAM
NOI
AID
CHI
FAM
KNO
DEBT
PAD/FIN
SUP/FIN
NOC
TRA
COU
DIST
PER
REA
PER
MED
NOI
ACA
NOI
ACA
NOI
JOB
NOC
FAM
MED

Table 21
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Director of Financial Aid
General

Totals

NOI
NOC

5
4
3

KNO
FIN
ACA
AID

Specific
NOI
NOC
KNO
FAM

3
3
3

ACA
AID
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Totals
4
3
3
3
4
2

divided thus the listing of additional categories in the summary totals in Table
23.
The registrar recorded that only five of the students who left college in
the 2000-2001 academic year had no official contact with her office; no one in
her office met with the student before her/him leaving college. The registrar
records that generally speaking, four of the exiting students left for medical
reasons whereas the same number had plans to transfer to another school,
issues with her/his family or had financial issues.

Research Question 3
What are some recommendations that may aid institutions of higher
education in their efforts to reduce student attrition? In order to satisfy this
research question, this researcher created a grid that illustrates the departing
students' most frequently stated reasons for leaving college in relation to those
most frequently recorded impressions of their academic advisors and six
chosen administrators.
By analyzing this grid, represented in Table 24, a comparison of most
frequently stated reasons given by each group will illustrate the differences in
%
%

perceptions/reasons given by the different populations. Current systems on
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Table 22
Administrator Responses - Registrar
Student

General

1

NOC
MED
NOC

2
3
4
5
6
7

Specific
MED
MED
REA/DIST/ADJ
MOV

MOV
CLASS

REA/ADJ
MED
NOI
FIT
PRE

MED
TRA
TRA

8
9
10

PRE
TRA

11
12

MED
FAM

13
14

FAM
PER
FIN
KNO

15
16
17
18
19

MAJ
STR
CHI
FAM
PER
TRA/FIN
KNO
FIN
FIN
TRA
FIT

FIN
FIN
TRA

20

cou

21
22

FIN
REA

23
24

REA
NOC
NOC
NOC
FAM

25
26
27
28
29
30
31

JOB
ACA
ACA
JOB

32

FAM

33
34

FIN
MED

EIN
ACA/REA
REA
NOC
NOC
NOC
FAM/STR
JOB
ACA
ACA
JOB
FAM
FIN
MED

Table 23
The Most Frequently Stated Reasons by Registrar
General
NOC

Totals

MED
FIN
FAM

4
4

Specific
NOC

4

MED
FIN
FAM

4
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Totals
3
4
5
3

Table 24
Comparison of Most Frequently Stated Reasons
ACA

Students

ASSI

CLASS

X/0

Advisor

FAM

FIN

HEA

X/0

X/0

X

X

0

0

Career

0

Academic
Dean

0

X/0

Wellness

Athletics

Financial

x/o

X

X

X/0

X/0

KNO

NOC

NOI

PER

REA

TRA

0

X/0

X

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X/0

X

X

X/0

X/0

Aid

Registrar

X/0

X/0

O = General Reason
X = Specific Reason

campus, which aim to service students, may need change or improvement in
order to improve the retention of students on campus.
This grid was created in order that any trends that resulted from the
most frequently stated reasons of the three groups could be illustrated. Both
the most frequently stated general reasons and specific reasons have been
%

coded. When analyzing this grid, it becomes apparent that academic advisors
and key administrators did not have the opportunity to make relevant contact
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with these specific students prior to their leaving college. These coded
responses have been bolded. Additionally, one of the most frequently stated
reasons given by the withdrawing students was that of academic difficulties as
seen in bold on this grid. It is apparent that their academic advisors did not
know these particular students. This lack of connection between the academic
advisor and the student with academic difficulties resulted in a breakdown of
the support system where those who were in need of advice were not getting it.
If a better connection was made between one of these chosen administrators
and a student, would the student still be matriculating at Hillcrest College?

Researcher Recommendations
An important and common goal shared by all educators is
the success of their students. For some institutions student
success is a strategically planned, conscious, collaborative, and
coordinated effort on the part of all constituent college groups.
For others there needs to be a more concerted effort paid to the
concept of sustainable retention efforts itself and how
success/retention initiatives can be institutionalized into the
mainstream operation of the college. (Calder & Gordon, 1999)
This study is significant for two major reasons. First, the results of this
study add to the immense body of knowledge that theoretically assists colleges
with improvement of their retention systems on campus. Secondly, this study
will aid professionals in the field of higher education to gain another
perspective in how to determine why students are leaving their collegees before
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finishing their degrees. The following recommendations are specific to the
college used in this study, Hillcrest College, however these recommendations
can be used at institutions of higher education anywhere and especially at
smaller, liberal arts colleges as used in this study.
General recommendations will be presented followed by specific
examples of where Hillcrest College can focus in light of realizing the suggested
recommendation.
As witnessed throughout the literature presented in this dissertation,
conscious efforts made by institutions to build relationships with it's students is
critical for improving a student's experience on campus and thus the likelihood
that s/he will remain on campus until her/his academic work is complete. The
first recommendation forwarded by this researcher is that Hillcrest College
makes a conscious effort to foster an environment that aids in the development
of the student7 s connection with the college.
Hillcrest College has a first-year program that has been in existence for
approximately three years. This program is a wonderful example of how
student affairs and academic affairs personnel can collaborate in educating new
students. Currently, the Hillcrest College program runs each fall semester and
%

begins during new student orientation offered over the summer months. First-
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year mentors contact new students assigned to their cohorts in order to initiate
the first step in making a connection with the new student.
In light of this researcher's findings that during the years of 1997-2001,
out of 143 withdrawing students, 62 were sophomores and 54 were juniors, it is
recommended that the Hillcrest College first-year mentor program be
expanded to a two-semester long program. Such a program would be
beneficial for first-year students in the continued effort of fostering and
strengthening their connection to the college. Additionally, second semester of
the first-year of college usually presents new issues for new students; such a
program would provide a familiar, seamless support network throughout the
entire first-year of college. As seen through this researcher's data analysis, it is
the spring semester that has experienced the largest number of students leaving
college over the past five years.
A second specific recommendation to Hillcrest College would be to
expand the first-year mentor program curriculum to include the introduction of
key college administrators and their services to each first-year mentor cohort.
This could be accomplished in a variety of different ways. Administrators of
key services can be invited to one class session for a brief description of what is
offered through her/his office. Another avenue could be that the first-year
mentor initiates a campus tour during the first few class sessions that
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incorporate each administrator. This would give new students a better
understanding of where each service is housed. Through this effort, students
will be provided with additional avenues of support on campus with the
opportunity to put names and faces together with specific services on campus.
Another avenue to investigate for Hillcrest College in their quest to
foster an environment that aids in the development of the student's connection
with the college would be to develop a similar mentor program for students in
the sophomore class. This researcher feels that this type of program, which
may only run for one semester, is essential since sophomores presented the
largest number of students leaving college during the past five years. One goal
of this semester-long program would be to reestablish the connections made
throughout the first-year program.
As seen in literature in Chapter 2, the academic advisor or any faculty
member and student interaction is critical to the overall experience of the
student on campus. This researcher recommends that Hillcrest College
formalize the introduction of student with academic advisor. The advisor has a
different role than the first-year mentor. Ideally, it is the academic advisor who
is along side the student throughout her/his years on campus.
*

What is the role of the advisor? What are the responsibilities of the
advisor? These are examples of questions that need to be answered by the
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College and incorporated into a formalized training of advisors in efforts to
meet the needs of each student academically. Additionally, this type of training
would be of aid to the academic advisors in the event that s/he comes in contact
with a student who may be in need of additional assistance with regard to
connecting on campus; emotionally, socially, recreationally, spiritually,
physically, etc.
This researcher's second general recommendation for Hillcrest College
would be to develop a collaborative plan that monitors the progress of each
matriculating student. This recommendation requires good communication
between all decision-makers and areas on campus.
One avenue of communication can be found through the connection
between the student and her/his academic advisor. This connection can be used
for initial steps in monitoring the student's overall progress. The development
of a process for which the academic advisor can share necessary information
concerning a student with the appropriate college administrators is necessary
so as to attempt to provide clear avenues of support for the student. If key
administrators are aware of the areas that are problematic for a student, s/he
can be prepared to assist the student if necessary.

130

This researcher7 s third and final general recommendation to Hillcrest
College is to develop a campus specific plan for determining why students are
leaving college before completing their degrees.
The development of a framework that determines reasons for student
attrition should outline methods of gathering key information from a departing
student and from key college personnel that have access to students on campus.
This framework should include an "exit interview" with each departing
student; interview with the departing student7 s academic advisor and
information gathering from key college administrators. The administrators
chosen should be key players in student service on campus.
One office on campus needs to oversee and monitor the workings of this
framework. All gathered information with regard to a departing student
should be housed and analyzed in this designated office. The information
gathered can be used to reevaluate and improve the portions of the campus
environment that may have not have supported the departing students in an
intentional manner.

Chapter Summary
This chapter described the analysis of data that looks at why students left
a specific college before finishing their degrees. It presented three distinct

sections that mirror the presented research questions. Section one looks at
timing patterns with relation to semester and at what point in their college
career students left college over the past five years. Sophomores and juniors,
respectively, tend to leave college before finishing their degrees. Additionally,
it is during the spring semester that these students tend to leave college.
Section two of this chapter looks at the reasons students stated as to why
they are leaving college before completing their degrees. Data from thirty-four
students who left college during the 2000-2001 academic year was collected.
The four major reasons students stated that they were leaving college were
issues around health, academics, finances and family.
In order to gain a broad perspective of this issue of retention, each
exiting student's academic advisor was asked her/his general and specific
reasons as to why s/he felt that the particular student left college before
finishing her/his degree. The most frequently recorded reasons for the
departure of these students according to their advisors are issues around
family, finances, health and readiness for college. However, there was also a
portion of advisors that did not actually know of a particular student or did not
have any idea of why a particular student left college.
In addition to the academic advisor data collected, six administrators
were asked for the general and specific reasons as to why these students left
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college. Issues ranged from the administrator not knowing of the student to
issues around readiness for college.
In summary, a grid was developed to illustrate the most frequently
stated reasons of each group in order to determine if any trends developed
through the collected data. Recommendations for improved systems on
campus that will positively effect a student's experience and thus positively
effect retention of students on campus were developed from the identified
trends formed from this research study. These recommendations will be
forwarded to decision-makers at Hillcrest College.

CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

...if our college life has been idyllic, haphazard, humoristic,
without any infusion of scholarship, it has merely reflected
American life...If at college we have never tasted what may be
called the sweetness and glory of being rational animals, it is
because America does not know or highly esteem that sweetness
and that glory. And we are products of America. But we are
supposed to be the finest products of America. Where shall our
country find its leaders if not among the two percent of her
population who have been favored by four years of college?
(Ashmore, 1989)
The responsibilities of institutions of higher education, in educating
those who enroll, are many. As seen in this study, the diversified makeup of
the students that are coming to our campuses can be somewhat overwhelming
and may leave an educator wondering how to properly educate her/his
students. This researcher maintains that if intentional connections are made
with each incoming new student, educators will gain a more comprehensive
understanding of how to work with each student. How this connection is

,
fostered is dependent on the core values or mission of the institution. This
connection should be the foundation that guides the student's future
interactions with the college community in total. This chapter has three main
sections. First, a summary of the study is presented. Second, the findings of
this study are highlighted and third, two sets of recommendations are
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forwarded. The first set of recommendations may aid in strengthening this
current study, while the second set will present possible avenues for future
research.

Summary of Study
Colleges calculate retention rates hoping to experience an increase in the
percentage of students remaining on campus to complete their degrees. There
are numerous programs that aim to retain higher percentages of students on
college campuses. A review of related research indicates that the most critical
time in a student's college career, with relation to retention, is within the first
two years of college. This realization is evident by the sample of retention
programs aimed specifically at the first-year student as outlined in Chapter 2 of
this dissertation.
This study answers three major questions. Question one looks at what
point in a student's college career, and in what semester, s/he tends to leave
college before finishing her/his degree. Question two examines the reasons
given by students as to why they leave college before finishing their degrees.
The students' responses are then compared to perceived reasons given by the
withdrawing students' academic advisors, and six chosen college
administrators. Lastly, question three asks if there are any recommendations
that can be forwarded to aid in the improvement of retention efforts. This
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researcher will forward recommendations for improving student retention rates
to decision-makers of the college used in this study.
Prior research suggests that colleges must be aware of the connectedness
between the student and the institution. A combination of the core values or
mission of the college, and the presented needs of the entering student, defines
this connection.
When this researcher asked 34 withdrawing students why they were
leaving a particular college before finishing their degrees, the results were very
interesting. Generally speaking, students left college due to academic reasons,
financial reasons, family issues, or to transfer to another college. More
specifically, academic, financial, family and medical issues were the most
frequently given reasons by students for leaving college before completing their
degrees.
"Tinto emphasized the need to better understand the relationship
between student involvement in learning and the impact that involvement has
on student persistence." (Milem & Berger, 1997) Overall, achievement of the
goal of graduation is dependent on the level of a student's academic and social
integration on campus. The higher the level of student integration or
%

connection to the academic and social arenas on campus, the more positive the
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student's experience. This positive student experience will result in an overall
increased level of degree completion.
This researcher also asked the academic advisors of the withdrawing
students and six college administrators for their perceptions as to why these 34
students left college before completing their degrees. As in Tinto's
aforementioned suggestion concerned with understanding student persistence,
the more connected a student is on campus the increased likelihood that s/he
will remain on campus. Connection between the student and the college may
take many different forms. This researcher chose to use the assumed
connection between a student and academic advisor as a first inquiry into
reasons surrounding a student's departure. Additionally, six college
administrators chosen for this study, who tend to have positions with high
student contact, were used as a secondary avenues of inquiry to determine their
perceived reasons of why these students may have left college before finishing
their degrees.
The purpose of this study was to inquire into the reasons why students
left a small, four-year, liberal arts college during the 2000-2001 academic year.
This study told 34 different stories with relation to why each student departed
college before completing her/his degree. It also inquired into the perceptions
of some people on campus who were likely to know the student, and of her/his
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experience while on campus. In the end, this researcher forwarded
recommendations for improving the student experience and overall connection
with the college.

Findings
The summarized findings of this study correspond to the three major
research questions as listed throughout this dissertation. The intention is not to
detail every finding, but to highlight those findings that seem compelling for an
enhanced understanding of why these students may have left college before
finishing their degrees.

Research Question 1
What are the timing patterns of when students tend to leave college
before completing their degrees? An analysis of data gathered from five years
of submitted withdrawal forms shows that over this period of years, 1997-2001,
a total of 143 students departed college before finishing their degrees. Of this
143, 62 students left while in their sophomore year and an additional 54
students departed in their junior year. With relation to time of academic year,
%

these departing students tended to leave college in the spring semester, with 80
of the total 143 leaving sometime during the spring semester.
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It has been suggested in prior research that the first two years of college
are the most critical in making a connection with students. In light of this
suggestion, the present study finds that over a five-year period, the highest
number of departures came in the sophomore year of college, followed by
departures in the junior year, and thus partly supported by prior research.
Hillcrest College's current focus on the first year student experience has been
successful in retaining new students from the first year to the second. It is
apparent from the presented data, that Hillcrest College needs to begin to
broaden the focus of the first year experience, to include at the very least, the
first semester of the sophomore year. This new focus will further strengthen
the initial connection made between the first year student and the College.

Research Question 2
What are the major reasons why students leave college before
completing their degrees? In this study it is possible that a particular
withdrawing student did not give the actual reason/s for leaving college due to
the sensitive nature of the reason, or that s/he did not wish to tell the truth
about her/his experience on campus. These students may have stated a reason
%
%

that they knew would not be questioned in some manner by the interviewer.
The data collected from the students' academic advisors and six college
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administrators, have in some cases, aided in clarifying the reasons why certain
students left college. On the other hand, trends that developed from the data,
illuminate an issue with concern for a lack of student connectedness on campus.
According to the collected academic advisor and administrator
responses, the most frequently stated reasons for a student's departures from
college were:
•

the advisor and/or administrator did not know the student at all;

•

the advisor and/or administrator had no contact with the student but
did know of the student on campus;

•

the advisor and/or administrator knew the student but had no idea as
to why the particular student was leaving college.

Other frequently stated reasons given by the academic advisors and
administrators, were more in sync with reasons given by the students, those of
issues around family, finances or health.
For the purposes of this section, the most frequently stated reasons for
leaving college, dted by the academic advisor and six colleges administrators,
will be compared to prior research as stated in Chapter 2 of this study.
The most frequently stated reasons given by an academic advisor or an
%

administrator, for the departure of a student from college, will be considered
for the purpose of this section under one broad category termed, "little contact
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on campus". As previously mentioned, the subsequent reasons cited by the
academic advisors and administrators included issues of family, finances or
health.
When looking at the broad conclusion of "little contact on campus",
there are many prior studies that are related to and supportive of the findings
of this current study. For example, Richard Light's book. Making the Most of
College...College Students Speak Their Minds, finds that
... students who are able to integrate the in-class and outside-ofclass parts of their lives can reap great benefits. Those of us who
run or teach a college or university routinely talk about financial
aid packages for students. It should be possible to help every
student to build and educational package. Rather than saying, we
should admit good students and not get in their way, in the most
constructive sense, to help then make those powerful connections.
(Light, 2001)
Results from Light7s study illustrate that "students are enthusiastic when
classes are structured to maximize personal engagement and collegial
interaction." (Light, 2001) The more connection a student has on campus, it is
more likely that the student will interact with the college community in a
manner that will aid in the student's overall success.
Light wrote that during his interviews with students that
... student after student has shared stories that cumulatively
illustrate an overarching theme, and I want to stress it. That
theme is the interplay, the complex interaction, among different
parts of campus life. Learning in classes can be enhanced,
sometimes dramatically, by activities outside of classes. Good
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advice on course selection can make the difference between a
happy young scholar and a frustrated one. Students report that
their most powerful memories come from incidents and
experiences outside of classes, usually interactions with fellow
students. These experiences are heavily influenced by residential
living choices, which in turn are influenced by campus policies
concerning who gets to live where. (Light, 2001)
Braunstein and McGrath's study, "The Retention of Freshman Students:
An Examination of the Assumptions, Beliefs, and Perceptions Held by College
Administrators and Faculty", illustrated that both groups (faculty and
administrators) enjoyed working with freshman and believed that their efforts
were positively related to retention. The faculty and administrators reported
that when students have good relationships with them, it facilitates academic
and social integration, enhancing students' commitment to their studies and the
college. (Braunstein & McGrath, 1997, p. 194)
As for the remaining academic advisor and administrator reasons for
student departures, issues of family, finances or health, the following relevant
research is related but may not specifically speak to the individual student
issues that resulted in the departure from college.
Researchers discovered that characteristics of the family from which the
new college student came and also the student7 s own coping style were
critically important in her/his adjustment to the new college environment. As
expected, family environment rather than family structure was related to
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successful transition to college. For example, a higher level of conflict in the
family and lower level of family coping were related to student difficulty in
adapting to college.
Most of the existing research done in the area of students working to pay
for college is reasonably consistent in saying that employment off campus
(typically measured in number of hours employed each week) has a negative
influence on both year-to-year persistence in college and completion of a
Bachelor's degree. (Calderon, Hey & Seabert, 2001, p. 2)

Research Question 3
What are some recommendations that may aid institutions of higher
education in their efforts to improve student retention? In light of the findings
from thus study, this researcher has developed three major recommendations in
the hope of improving rates of retention on college campuses.
1. Foster an environment that aids in the development of the student's
connection with the college;
2. Monitor the progress of each matriculating student on campus;
3. Develop a college specific plan for determining reasons why students are
leaving college before finishing their degrees.
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Practically speaking, these recommendations will look differently for
each college or university. How an institution fosters an environment that aids
in the development of student connection with the college will depend on
specific characteristics of the college or university. These characteristics
include, but are not limited, to the college or university mission, the size and
location of the campus, demographics of the college population, involvement in
extracurricular activities, etc.
Hillcrest College, a small, coeducational, liberal arts, 4-year, Catholic
institution, served as the research site for this current study. This researcher
suggests the following practical suggestions, in light of the aforementioned
recommendations, that Hillcrest College can implement in order to improve
their rates of retaining students on campus.
Connect Students with the College. Hillcrest College needs to focus on
the manner in which new students are integrated into the college community.
An intentional, two semester, first-year student program could build a very
strong initial connection between the college and the student. Additionally, in
light of the data illustrating a departure of sophomore or second year students
from the Hillcrest campus, this institution needs to expand the efforts made for
first-year students into at least the first semester of the sophomore year. This
second year program should build on the first-year program, not rehash it.

Monitor Student Progress. The academic advisor is an essential link
between the student and the college. Development of comprehensive academic
advising program with relation to how students are supported on campus, is a
necessary step towards effectively monitoring overall student progress. For
example, when a student encounters an issue that impedes her/his success on
campus, the academic advisor will be able to direct the student to appropriate
services that may aid the student in dealing with the issue. The academic
advisor's communication of appropriate information, concerning the student,
with the service provider on campus, may assist in a quick remedy to the issue.
Determining Why Students Leave College. A formalization of the
withdrawal process is necessary for Hillcrest College to gain a true
understanding of why students are leaving college before finishing their
degrees. Currently, there is no central location that is collecting data and
analyzing the reasons why students are leaving, thus no organized institutional
data that decision makers can refer to when evaluating systems on campus.

Recommendations for Further Research
The following sections presents two sets of recommendations. The first
set of recommendations is being offered as possible methods for strengthening
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this current study. The second set of recommendations will forward some
topics that could be examined in future studies.
This study examined the reasons given by 34 students for leaving one
particular college before finishing their degrees, and compared these reasons to
those perceived reasons of their academic advisors and six college
administrators. Replicating the current methods used and incorporating an
increased pool of students and administrators could strengthen this study. An
increased amount of data collected could only improve insight into
understanding why students are not completing their degrees at particular
colleges.
Another avenue for strengthening this current study would be to
examine particular systems on campus that may have had strong ties with an
individual student while s/he was on campus. This focus may in fact elicit
additional data that may bring a different perspective to the issues surrounding
the student's departure. For instance, an expanded inquiry may include
particular aspects of campus that an individual student was involved. Such
aspects range could include involvement in residential life, athletics, student
activities, etc.
The first recommendation forwarded for possible future research, that
may provide additional insight into this topic of student retention, would be to
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examine the nation's graduate programs that prepare future administrators and
faculty for working in the higher education spectrum. How do these graduate
programs prepare future professionals with the skills and competencies that aid
in improving student retention? Through coursework, internships, and
practical experiences, interwoven into the curriculum for educating these
professionals, skills and competencies around effective student service can be
developed. If higher education professionals learn how to effectively listen to
students, they may have an advantage in making that all-important initial
connection with the student.
A second recommendation for possible future research that may build on
the foundation of information elicited from this current study, would be one
that looked at college processes that address student issues. Are these
processes effective? Are these processes timely? Can the timeliness of
addressing a student issue have an effect on student retention? In such a study,
a researcher would be able to examine the student experience of attempting to
have an issue addressed by college decision-makers. Do issues sometimes
become larger in the end due to the lack of attention of college decision¬
makers? Do students leave college prematurely due to the lack of
responsiveness of the administration to their needs? The questions asked in
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this proposed study are simple yet the resulting data may prove to a profound
effect on the manner in which students are serviced on campus.
Another possible future research that may provide greater insight into
this current study could be entitled. Preventive Measures that Aid in the
Retention of At-Risk College Students. As our campuses admit an increased
number of students with diverse backgrounds and needs, it is evident that
colleges need to determine how best to educate incoming students with special
learning needs. Are colleges accepting students that it may not be able to
properly educate in order to meet admissions goals? How can a college be
proactive in meeting the needs of at-risk students on campus?
Can information gained by administrators through the students'
experience provide an avenue of improvement for the systems of support on
campus? A third option for further research could be to examine how using the
overall student experience in the improvement of support systems on campus
may positively effect the retention of students on campus. Is it possible to
improve campus conditions by incorporating students into the decision-making
process? Can student involvement in college decision-making have a positive
effect on the overall rate of student retention?
%

These recommendations for further research have the common goal of
forwarding effective retention techniques to institutions of higher education.
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Effective retention techniques will not be successful if the academic community
of campus does not have a commitment to the students on campus. Effective
retention programs are marked by an enduring commitment to the student
population served.
Rather than reflect only institutional interests, they
continually ask themselves how their actions serve to further the
welfare of students. Like healthy and caring communities
generally, effective retention programs direct their energies to
helping students further their own needs and interests. There is
no programmatic substitution for this sort of commitment, no
easy way to measure its occurrence. (Tinto, 1990)

Closing
The variety of reasons why students may be successful during their
college careers include, but are not limited to, the personal and academic
connections they have with their peers, college staff, faculty and the local
community. (Calder & Gordon, 1999, p. 323) This study aimed at determining
why students left a specific college before finishing their degrees.
The decision to gain a higher education is a serious investment for a
person in that there is assumed personal and economic sacrifices on the one
hand, and on the other hand, personal and economic rewards. It is this
investment that will benefit not only the future of our students, but of our
country.
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For institutions of higher education to lose sight of the student
experience on campus, is to lose sight of the mission of higher education.
Institutions must realize that the education of students is the responsibility of
all persons who are employed by the institution. How the student interacts
with the campus environment is critical to the success this student will
experience.
Institutions of higher education have a responsibility to each student that
is admitted to campus. An institution needs to understand and own its
responsibilities around student success, while providing and upholding
standards by which that student is to live and study.
The obligation of institutions to educate the students they
admit springs from a more fundamental obligation of higher
education generally. It derives from the social contract higher
education has to serve the welfare of society by educating its
members and thereby helping to ensure its preservation over
time. (Tinto, 1990)
Being open to the prior experiences and needs of students, both new and
returning, will only enhance the overall growth of the existing academic
community. When an academic environment does not open itself to new and
challenging ways of thinking and educating, then this environment cannot be
classified as one that is academic, but one that is status quo.
"The secret of effective programs lies in the observable fact that their
commitment to students goes beyond the concern for retention per se to a
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concern for the education of students/' (Tinto, 2002, p. 38) Education is a
balance of acceptance and challenge, of meeting a student where s/he is situated
and pushing her/him to think beyond her/his own experience. How to best
make a connection with a student is to be determined by the nature of each
institution. However, if connections begin during the first few weeks of the fall
semester, between a new student and her/his peers, academic advisor and
residential staff (if the student is living on campus), the broader the relationship
between the student and the institution becomes.
There is no single reason why students do not stay in college nor is there
a single reason that impedes their success on campus. Each individual student
has their own set of issues and at times, these issues are beyond the college's
attention. If a college claims itself as an academic environment and refuses to
acknowledge issues that should be addressed, its student body experiences an
educational environment that models narrow thinking and individualism.
This research began this chapter with a provocative quote from Robert
Maynard Hutchins taken from his biography by Harry S. Ashmore. In this
quote, Hutchins refers to students of higher education as the "finest products of
America" (Ashmore, 1989) and that our country's future depends on this
percentage of people to lead us into the future. If Hutchins' statement is
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correct, what does a national four-year degree completion rate of 36.4% say
about the future of the United States of America?
To conclude this dissertation, this researcher will quote Scott Buchanan,
a colleague of Hutchins at St. John's College in the mid 1930's, as he concluded
the 1937-38 Catalogue of St. Tohn's College. Higher education is essential to the
future of our country.
The liberal arts are chiefly concerned with the nature of the
symbols, written, spoken, and constructed, in terms of which we
rational animals find our way around in the material and cultural
world in which we live... .There are concrete data and artificial
products that must be distinguished from the abstract principles
and ideas which govern them. There are many connections that
these aspects have with one another, and it is the business of the
liberal artist to see these apart and put them together. Success in
this constitutes intellectual and moral health. Failure is stupidity,
intellectual and moral decay and slavery, to escape which the
founding fathers set up institutions of liberal education. It is
reassuring to know that they had more than pious hopes in their
minds when they made charters for Saint John's College and its
sister institutions.
Despite daily assertions to the contrary, there is no
educational device for assuring worldly success to the student. To
cultivate the rational human powers of the individual so that
armed with the intellectual and moral virtues he may hope to
meet and withstand the vicissitudes of outrageous fortune—that
is education. (Ashmore, 1989)
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APPENDIX A
WITHDRAWAL/LEAVE OF ABSENCE FORM

Hlllctest College

Student Application tor Leave of Absence or Withdrawal
Name
SSH

Class Year

College IMtone

Mnlm

Ifotne Phone

Leave of Absence (LOA)

Withdrawn! (WD)

1 plan to return
Rcnson(s) for Leave of Absence or Withdrawal!

I understand that this application requires all signatures. These signatures are for official
notification purposes and do not constitute release from financial or other obligations to
College, lhc LOA or !VD Is effective on the date (hat It Is completed and fled with the
Registrar. / also Understand that ha transcript (grade or financial aid) may be issued without
release froth financial or other obligations to
College and this form’S being on fie.
In order to return to
Director of Admission.

College a request for full-time readmisslon must be approved by the

Student's Signature _ Jt>ntc _

Student Accounts_Dnte
Director of Financial Aid_ Dnte
Denn of Students

Dnte

Signature of Registrar___ Date
Fffectb e dnte of LOA or WD_____Copies of this completed form w III be placed In student s file, sent to tlie student and all the offices listed abot e.
fttev. rott
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APPENDIX B
STUDENT EXIT QUESTIONNAIRE

Dear Student.
The purpose or this interview is to determine your reasons for leaving campus. The inrormalion you
provide is extremely important to aid in the improvement or services students receive while on campus
Your responses to these questions arc very much appreciated. Tlcasc understand that there arc no right or
wrong answers. It is your experience on campus that is important. Due to the Tael lira! your name will not
be used in lire final results or this study, your participation in this interview is considered your consent to
participate in the study. All data collected will remain confidential. You arc free to withdraw from
participating in this study at any time. The data gathered will be used for research purposed only. A
summary of results from this study will be available in the Millcrcst College Alumnae Library. Thank you
for your help with this research.

Sincerely.
Dawn flllinwood
Doctoral Student
University of Massachusetts Amherst
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STUDENT EXIT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Agree lo participate_

Student Namc:__

1)

I low did you make the decision to go to college?

2)

How did you decide lo attend I lillcrcst College?

1)

What was your first impression of the HHIcrcst campus when you arrived here?

4)

Tell me something you have done at Hillcrcst that you arc really proud of...

5)

Is there any advice that you could give to administrators who would liavc made your experience
better one at Hillcrcst? (i.c.: changes needed)

(i)

Why arc you leaving Hillcrcst? Will you return? If yes. when?

7)

What was your major? Your advisor?

X)

What activities were you involved in on campus?

Thanks so much for your participation! Good Luck!
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APPENDIX C
ACADEMIC ADVISOR QUESTIONNAIRE

ACADEMIC ADVISOR EMAIL QUESTIONNAIRE
Dear Academic Advisor.
I am a Doctoral Candidate at lire University of Massachusetts Amherst in the School of Education I am
conduct in/; tcscaich Tor the dissertation entitled. "Student Attrition: Inquiry of whv Students fxayc College
Before Completing Their Decrees" in partial fulfillment or Hie requirements Tor the degree of Doctor or
Education.
I he purpose of this study is lo determine the reasons why students leave campus before completing ihcir
degrees f lic researcher will be collecting data from exiling students, the student's academic advisor and
six administrators on campus. Due to the nature of this study, each participant will be asked Tor their
perceptions as to why a particular student leff campus before completing (heir degree and this information
will then be presented in the aggregate form: no individual will Ire identified The following steps will Ik
taken by this researcher to ensure that name or any other identifying characteristic identifies no individual
participant
1)
2)
D

•I)

Each participant will Ik asked if s/he is willing lo volunteer lo be a participant in this stndv.
A number will identify each student once the data is presented in the aggregate
l ire researcher or the assistant gains access to the participants to the researcher Participants arc
contacted directly by the researcher. Contact is either by email, mail, individual interview or
telephone.
I understand that the results from this survey and oral will be included in Dawn M Ellinwood's
doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted lo professional journals
for publication. Data will be discussed with other colleagues in direct relation to the dissertation
defense. All participants have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other
publications.

I appreciate your participation in this research.
Sincerely.
Dawn M Ellinwood
I have read and agreed lo volunteer lo participate in the aforementioned qualitative study.
Agree lo participate_

Do not agree to participate_

Questionnaire
Name:

Title

Name of Student lo Ik discussed:

I)

Type of contact respondent had with student: (please explain)

2)

General rcasons/pcrccplions dial the respondent feels the student may have IcR campus

t)

Specific reasons respondent feels student may have lcfl campus
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APPENDIX D
ADMINISTRATOR QUESTIONNAIRE
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ADMINISTRATOR QUESTIONNAIRE
Dear_

.

I am a Doctoral Candidate at lire University or Massachusetts Amherst in the School of Education. I am
conducting research Tor the dissertation entitled, ‘ Student Attrition: tnnnirv of why Students Lease College
Before Completing Their Decrees'’ in partial fulfillment of tire requirements Tor the degree or Doctor or
Education
The purpose or this study is to determine the reasons why students leave campus before completing their
degrees. Hie researcher will be collecting data from exiting students, the student’s academic advisor and
six administrators on campus. Due to the nature or this study, each participant will be asked Tor their
perceptions as to why a particular student left campus before completing their degree and this information
will then be presented in the aggregate form; no individual will be identified The following steps will Ik
taken by this researcher to ensure that name or any other identifying cliaractcristic identifies no individual
participant:
1)
2)
I)

4)

Each participant will be asked if s/he is witling to volunteer to be a participant in this study
A number will identify each student once the data is presented in the aggregate
The researcher or (he assistant gains access to the participants to the researcher Participants arc
contacted directly by the researcher. Contact is either by email, mail, individual interview or
telephone.
I understand that the results from this survey and oral will be included in Dawn M Ellinwood's
doctoral dissertation and may also lie included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals
for publication. Data will lie discussed with other colleagues in direct relation to ihc dissertation
defense. All participants have Ihc right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other
publications.

I appreciate your participation iit this research.
Sincerely.
Dawn M. Ellinwood
I have read and agreed to volunteer to participate in Ihc aforementioned qualitative study
Agree to participate_Do not agree to participate_
Questionnaire
Name:_
Name of Student to lie discussed:

Title:

_

_

I)

Type of contact respondent had with student: (please explain)

2)

General rcasons/pcrceptioris that the respondent feels the student may have led campus:

1)

Specific reasons respondent feels student may have led campus:
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APPENDIX E
ADMINISTRATOR LETTER

September 10, 2001

Jill Gagne
Wellness Center

Dear Jill,
I hope your semester is starting oil" well. As of September I"*, I began collecting my
dissertation study data on campus with regard to students leaving campus prior to
finishing their degrees. I am asking a Tew administrators, faculty and stafTto aid in my
information collection I have enclosed a copy of my “administrator survey" which I will
be asking a certain few to complete each time a student withdraws from campus or takes
a leave of absence Once I have signed tbc withdrawal form, I will then send a survey to
each selected person with the particular student’s name on it. I would then ask that the
completed form be returned to me as soon as possible
I will be asking the following people on campus for their feedback: Academic Dean,
Director of the Wellness Center, Registrar. Director of Financial Aid. Director of
Athletics and the Director of the Career Center Additionally, the Academic Advisor of
the withdrawing student will be contacted I hope you will be able to assist my in
collecting this information If you have any questions or concerns, please contact me I
deeply appreciate your help!

My best.

Dawn Ellinwood

line.:

administrator survey
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